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This section aims to provide an investigation into historical development of the e-learning and then the concept of e-learning. A discussion of the history of e-learning is a vital component of any study on using e-learning for Continuing Professional Development (CPD) among academics because it positions the current research within a broader trajectory of technological, pedagogical, and institutional change in higher education industry (Hubackova, 2015).
Understanding the historical background of e-learning is essential in a CPD context because it shows how the field has evolved over time, revealing which strategies have succeeded or failed, which design principles have persisted, and how institutional pressures such as cost, scale, and access have shaped development. Historical analyses of distance and online education (Betts et al., 2021) and reviews of the driving forces behind e-learning in higher education (Gyambrah, 2007) demonstrate how technological change, institutional demands, and pedagogical priorities have constantly influenced e-learning design. These insights help explain why e-learning is now viewed as especially suitable for academics’ continuing professional development (CPD). E-learning offers flexibility, reach, scalability, and strong alignment with lifelong-learning imperatives (Klein & Ware, 2003; Haleem, 2022; Akpen et al., 2024; Dritsas and  Trigka, 2025). Furthermore, research on enablers and barriers in e-learning (Regmi & Jones, 2020) highlights the continuing role of access and resource factors in shaping effective CPD provision. In short, taking a historical perspective ensures that CPD-related e-learning research is not merely a snapshot of current practice but a critical reflection on how this field has emerged, adapted, and continues to evolve within the wider landscape of educational innovation.	Comment by Hettiarachchige, Mangala: I am trying to address Professor Olu’s comment here why a discussion on a brief history of   eLearning is important for this research. 

There is a clear and widely recognised difference between e-learning before the Internet era and e-learning after the introduction of the Internet (world wide web). The shift is therefore substantial that many researchers treat them as two distinct eras in the evolution of e-learning. Zawacki-Richter (2023)’ review outlines how distance education emerged in the 1960s-70s and how terms like e-learning evolved from earlier distance learning traditions.  It clearly shows e-learning’s roots from pre-Internet distance education. The article written on underlying factors of student engagement to e‑learning by Dubey (2023) provides a discussion of e-learning’s long historical trajectory, a linking 18th and 19th-century distance education roots to modern online learning.

Accordingly, it is clear that the roots of e-learning extend far beyond the Internet era (Hunt, 2020). The rise of the Internet in the 1990s can be more remarkable with the arrival of virtual learning environments and learning management systems which accelerated the transformation of distance education into more interactive, scalable, and flexible modalities (Nicholson, 2007, Sun, Finger and Liu, 2014). Therefore, the rise of the Internet in the 1990s marked a fundamental shift for academics engaging in Continuing Professional Development (CPD), as it transformed how they access knowledge, engage in learning, and collaborate professionally. With online platforms and global connectivity, academics gained immediate access to scholarly resources and networks that were previously restricted by geography and institutional constraints (Martínez-García et al., 2023). At the same time, the flexibility of Internet-enabled CPD allowed academics to pursue self-paced, anytime/anywhere learning, an important advantage given busy teaching and research workloads (Martínez-García et al., 2023). Moreover, this connectivity enabled the emergence of online communities of practice and networked learning, reinforcing CPD as collaborative, dialogic, and globally oriented (Cork,2023). In parallel, the Internet era made new teaching and learning technologies strategic rather than optional, meaning academics now should continuously update their digital and pedagogical capacities to meet institutional demands (Zou et al., 2025). Taken together, these changes meant that CPD for academics evolved from occasional, localised events into ongoing, scalable, digital and professional learning reshaping the role of CPD in higher education because of the rise of internet from 1990s. Therefore, the discussion in next section will be divided as the e-learning before and after internet era. 
[bookmark: _Toc218503255][bookmark: _Toc218504080] Before internet era 
[bookmark: _Toc218503256][bookmark: _Toc218504081]Before 1950s

E-learning, although formally defined much later, is grounded in a much longer history of distance and technology-enhanced instruction. Early antecedents can be traced to nineteenth-century correspondence education, most notably Isaac Pitman’s shorthand lessons delivered by mail in 1840, which illustrated the viability of structured learning without physical co-presence (Watkins, 1991). Throughout the early twentieth century, correspondence programs expanded through institutions such as the University of Chicago and the International Correspondence Schools, helping to establish distance education as a recognized instructional model (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). Advances in electronic communication further broadened these possibilities. By the 1920s, radio had emerged as an influential educational medium, with universities such as the University of Minnesota broadcasting instructional content (Saettler, 2004). During the same period, motion pictures gained prominence as visual teaching tools and were widely adopted during World War II, when the U.S. military used thousands of films for rapid technical training (Molenda, 2008). Complementing these media innovations, early teaching machines developed by Sidney Pressey in the 1920s introduced mechanical means of self-paced learning and immediate feedback, foreshadowing later computer-assisted instruction (Pressey, 1926). Experiments with telephone-based instruction in the 1930s and 1940s, including the University of Wisconsin’s “telephone courses,” further demonstrated the potential of real-time remote education (Saettler, 2004). Together, these developments, spanning print, broadcast media, mechanical devices, and telecommunications laid the technological and pedagogical foundations from which contemporary e-learning emerged.
[bookmark: _Toc218503257][bookmark: _Toc218504082] E-learning between 1950 to 1960
Between 1950 and 1960, the foundations of modern e-learning were laid through teaching machines and programmed instruction, but this period is best understood as both innovative and deeply constrained by its behaviourist assumptions and social context. Early work by B. F. Skinner is central: his 1954 paper on teaching machines proposed mechanical devices that delivered small units of information, required an active response, and provided immediate feedback, aiming to apply operant conditioning to schooling (Skinner, 1953,1954,1958,1961). Researchers claimed that such machines could individualize instruction, free teachers from rote tasks, and dramatically increase learning efficiency (Lumsdaine and  Glaser, 1960). From a critical perspective, however, this was also a response to Cold War pressures for mass training and the perceived crisis in education following events like the launch of Sputnik (Cuban, 1986; Saettler, 2004). Learning was framed largely as a technical problem of efficiency and control, rather than a human or social process, which shaped both what counted as success  and who these systems were built for.
The 1950s also saw the emergence of early computer-based instruction, especially at elite research universities. Experimental projects used mainframe computers for drill-and-practice or simple tutorials, culminating in the first version of the PLATO system at the University of Illinois in 1960, often cited as a landmark in computer-assisted instruction (Molenda, 2008; Saettler, 2004). However, Skinner (1958) argued that access to such systems was extremely limited, they were expensive, centralised, and largely restricted to well-funded institutions and military or corporate training programs. This raises equity concerns, the benefits of early e-learning primarily served already advantaged groups, while the discussion often suggested a universal solution to educational problems. Moreover, the pedagogical model was narrow. Programmed instruction treated knowledge as discrete bits to be sequenced and mastered, favouring highly structured, linear paths through content (Skinner, 1958). Critics such as Cuban, 1986; Moore and Kearsley, 2012 have argued that this approach marginalised higher-order skills such as critical thinking, creativity, and collaborative learning, reducing education to behaviour change and correct responses. In addition, early evaluations of teaching machines and programmed instruction were often methodologically weak or short-term, emphasizing test score gains without examining broader learning outcomes, student agency, or long-term effects (Molenda, 2008). Overall, the 1950–1960 period was crucial for establishing the idea that machines and electronic systems could deliver instruction, but it also restricted e-learning into a behaviourist, efficiency-driven paradigm that later researchers have been addressed. 

[bookmark: _Toc218503258][bookmark: _Toc218504083] E-learning between 1961 to 1970
Many scholars argued that the decade 1961–1970 is widely regarded as the formative era of modern e-learning, marked by major advances in computer-assisted instruction (CAI), early networking technologies, and the evolution of teaching machines (Suppes and  Atkinson, 1967; Bitzer, Braunfeld, and Lyman, 1961; Molenda, 2008; Saettler, 2004).The introduction of PLATO, developed at the University of Illinois in 1960–1961, represented one of the first large-scale CAI systems, incorporating innovations such as interactive terminals, touch-sensitive screens, and early online communication tools including forums and message boards (Bitzer, Lichtenberger, and  Fingleton, 1961). At the same time, educational practices were influenced by B.F. Skinner’s work on teaching machines and programmed instruction, which brought structured, step-based learning into widespread classroom use during the early 1960s (Skinner, 1961). These developments marked a notable shift from the mechanical teaching devices of the 1950s to digital, computer-based learning environments driven by advances in mainframe computing. The late 1960s, further expansion with systems such as the IBM 1500 Instructional System (1966) provided multimedia capability including graphics, audio, and performance tracking and facilitated early large-scale adoption of CAI in educational institutions (Fein, 1967). At the networking frontier, the launch of ARPANET in 1969 introduced long-distance digital communication, including email and remote access, establishing foundational technologies that would later support online learning (Hafner & Lyon, 1998). Meanwhile, improvements to PLATO, particularly the release of PLATO III in 1968, enabled multi-user time-sharing and integrated features such as chat, message boards, and online assessment, bringing the system closer to the interactive, networked e-learning platforms seen today (Woolley, 1994). Together, these innovations indicated  a major transition from isolated, single-user learning machines to early forms of connected, multimedia-rich digital learning environments.
To synthesise the key technological, pedagogical, and institutional differences between early e-learning developments before 1961 and those emerging during the 1961–1970 period, Table 1 provides a comparative overview of major innovations across technology, interaction, networking, adoption, and pedagogy. This comparison highlights how early behaviourist, mechanically driven models of instruction began to evolve into more interactive, computer-based learning environments, while also revealing the persistence of underlying assumptions about efficiency, control, and scalability.
Table 1:e- learning pre-1961 and 1961–1970 Innovations
	Development Area
	Pre-1961
	1961–1970 Innovations 

	Technology
	Mechanical teaching machines (Skinner, 1961)
	Digital CAI systems such as PLATO (Bitzer et al., 1961) and IBM 1500 (Fein, 1967)

	Interaction
	Linear, programmed instruction (Skinner, 1961)
	Interactive graphics, learner feedback, touch-sensitive interfaces in PLATO III (Woolley, 1994)

	Networking
	No networked learning systems
	Multi-user, time-shared learning networks via PLATO III (Woolley, 1994) and packet-switched communication emerging from ARPANET (Hafner & Lyon, 1996)

	Adoption
	Experimental use in limited educational settings
	Expansion of CAI into schools and universities through IBM 1500 deployment (Fein, 1967) and PLATO expansion (Bitzer et al., 1961)

	Pedagogy
	Strongly behaviorist (Skinner, 1961)
	Integration of multimedia elements and interactive pedagogy through CAI innovations (Fein, 1967; Woolley, 1994)



[bookmark: _Toc218503259][bookmark: _Toc218504084] E-learning between  1970 and 1980
E-learning advanced rapidly through improvements in CAI systems, the rise of personal computing, and early networking technologies. In the early 1970s, the development of PLATO IV introduced high-resolution displays, extensive course libraries, and real-time communication tools such as chat and shared graphics, positioning it as one of the most advanced instructional platforms of its time (Bitzer, Braunfeld & Lyman, 1972; Woolley, 1994). Alongside PLATO, the TICCIT project expanded multimedia CAI through its integration of computer and cable-television technologies, enabling more interactive instructional delivery (Alpert & Bitzer, 1970).
The mid-to-late 1970s saw major progress with the emergence of personal computers, including the Altair 8800 and Apple II, which made digital learning more accessible beyond large institutions. This era also introduced influential educational software and Papert’s LOGO, which encouraged exploratory, constructivist learning (Papert, 1980).
Networking developments further shaped e-learning: the expanding ARPANET enabled early email-based instruction, remote access, and file sharing across universities (Hafner & Lyon, 1996). Conceptual groundwork for later academic networks such as BITNET also emerged during this period (Cerf, 1978). By the end of the decade, increased institutional adoption and growing interest in multimedia, self-paced learning, and constructivist pedagogy helped solidify e-learning as a legitimate educational approach (Molnar, 1978).
[bookmark: _Toc218503260][bookmark: _Toc218504085]E-learning between 1981 to 1990
Between 1981 and 1990, the state of e-learning underwent a significant transition from mainframe-based instructional systems to increasingly personal, interactive, and multimedia-driven learning environments. Early in the decade, computer-assisted instruction still reflected the structured, drill-and-practice orientation of earlier systems such as PLATO and TICCIT, emphasizing programmed sequences and limited learner control (Saettler, 2004). However, the widespread adoption of personal computers, accelerated by the release of the IBM PC in 1981 and the Apple Macintosh in 1984 shifted e-leaning toward more individualized, flexible, and visually rich learning experiences (Molenda, 2008). Researchers during this period highlighted the growing potential of microcomputers for exploratory and constructivist learning, with Papert’s Logo environment illustrating how learners could engage in open-ended problem solving rather than linear instruction (Papert, 1980). At the same time, advances in hypertext and early multimedia systems, such as HyperCard, enabled more non-linear, user-driven interactions that contrasted sharply with earlier CAI models (Nielsen, 1990). By the end of the decade, the field was characterized by a growing tension between traditional behaviorist CAI approaches and emerging constructivist, multimedia-supported designs, laying the conceptual foundation for networked and web-based e-learning in the 1990s (Clark, 1983; Jonassen, 1991; Nielsen, 1990; Papert, 1980).

Before the 1990s, e-learning was largely synonymous with distance education or computer-assisted instruction, characterised by correspondence courses delivered via post, one-way radio or television broadcasts, mechanical teaching machines, and later stand-alone computer tutorials delivered through floppy disks or CD-ROMs, forms of learning that were offline, individual, static, and offered little or no real-time interaction(table 2) (Gyambrah and  Martin, 2007; Betts et al., 2020). As Betts et al. (2020) emphasise, these early models were shaped heavily by institutional pressures such as cost, geography, and access, meaning that scalability was limited and learner support was minimal(Table 2). Gyambrah and Martin (2007) further note that early e-learning efforts were often constrained by technology availability and were more focused on content transmission than interaction or pedagogy. Similarly, even In the 1980s, e-learning was still an emerging idea. At the time, it was mainly named as computer-based training (CBT) or computer-assisted instruction (CAI), emphasizing the use of personal computers to provide lessons, practice activities, and assessments without the direct involvement of a teacher (Hubackova,2015).	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): do you have a reference for this statement?	Comment by Hettiarachchige, Mangala: addressed	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): I think you need a paragraph here to introduce what is coming in this section - it is a historical look at the definitions/terms used over time...
Across the U.S.A., Canada, and the U.K., small groups and individual pioneers continued to pursue their vision of computer based educational applications (Harasim, 2006). In the 1980s, many early adopters of e-learning initially emphasized the use of electronic mail (e-mail), but computer conferencing soon emerged as a more powerful tool, increasingly recognized for its ability to support collaboration, interaction, and teamwork in educational contexts (Harasim, 2006) than traditional learning method.During 1990 to 1995, e-learning was mostly offline, delivered on CD-ROMs or floppy disks. E-learning (then referred to as CBT or CAI) was understood as the use of computers to deliver instruction, provide practice exercises, and assess learners’ performance, often through interactive text and graphics, replacing or supplementing traditional classroom training. As an example for computer assisted learning, the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE), a graduate school affiliated with the University of Toronto, has been using the Participate computer conferencing system for educational purposes since 1985(Harasim, 1989). This system provided early tools for a virtual learning environment, including electronic mail, conferencing, real-time (synchronous) messaging, electronic polling, and text editors (both line-based and the VAX EDT Fullscreen editor). It also featured search functions that allowed users to locate conference topics and items, making it a pioneering platform for collaborative online learning (White and Frederiksen, 1990). Although this example comes from Canada, similar cases can be found in countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia. However, most of these examples were concentrated in the United States and Europe, not in other regions such as Asia and Africa (Olaf Zawacki‑Richter and  Qayyum, 2019).	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): Why using this example from the US - were they first? Is this really e-learning though?

According to Falbel (1990), It is important to recognize that thinking and learning are carried out by people, not by machines. Falbel’s (1990) statement reflected the educational reality of his time which was before 1990s, when technology was largely a passive delivery medium. However, with the emergence of e-learning and artificial intelligence (AI) after 1990s, this claim requires critique. Modern AI systems can now perform tasks once thought to require human reasoning such as problem solving, adaptive feedback, and even generating new knowledge, distorting the boundary between human and machine roles in learning (Gligorea, 2023).  While machines may not use in the same experiential and contextual sense as humans, they increasingly contribute to the processes of thinking and knowledge construction, acting as co-participants rather than mere tools (Jin & colleagues, 2025). This suggests that Falbel’s statement, though historically valid, is no longer absolute in an era where AI augments and, in some cases, e-learning tools simulates cognitive functions traditionally reserved for humans.	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): are you sure? Machines eg AI does learn in it's own way
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Keegan(2002) presents e-learning as part of a historical continuum of distance-education technologies, evolving as d-learning → e-learning → m-learning. Key characteristics of Keegan(2002:9) article that defining e-learning as the “state of the art” form of distance education. Keegan states that “e-Learning is the state of the art in distance learning at the time of writing.”  Similarly, this frames e-learning as the most technologically advanced version of distance education available at that time agreeing with Circa (2002).
Keegan defines e-learning in practice as: “the award of nationally and internationally recognised degrees to students who spend all or much of their study programme sitting in front of a computer”.  As the world wide web has introduced by 1990s, the Web is emphasized as the key enabling technology: “There is now little doubt that the World Wide Web is the most successful educational tool to have appeared…”  Keegan (2002) does not treat e-learning as pedagogically distinct. Instead, it is a technological upgrade to existing distance-learning models.
He also explains that e-learning retains typical distance-education structures such as:
· pre-prepared materials
· communication with tutors
· individual study

Few years later, (Harasim, 2006) provides a very different perspective. She focuses not on technology evolution but on pedagogical transformation, especially online collaborative learning (OCL). She states(2006,62) the genesis of e-learning begins with: “…network communication in the late 1960s, with the invention of e-mail and computer conferencing…” This frames e-learning as born from interaction and collaboration (Table 1), not simply from distance technology. Harasim describes e-learning as part of: “a fundamental shift in understanding of the very nature of learning”
This emphasizes sociocultural and cognitive change rather than delivery technology.
She distinguishes three types:
· Online collaborative learning (OCL)
· Online distance education (email-based)
· Online computer-based training
This is a taxonomy of e-learning approaches, not present in Keegan’s analysis.
She provides detailed history:
· first virtual communities of practice (1970s)
· first fully online courses (1981)
· first online degree programs (1990s)
This shows e-learning as an educational practice, not merely a delivery system.
Further, Bezovski and Poorani (2016) defines e-learning primarily as the use of information and communication technology to deliver structured and  interactive learning experiences, emphasizing both its technological components (platforms, tools, devices) and pedagogical dimensions (synchronous vs. asynchronous learning, learner-centered design). Compared with Keegan’s article(2002), which frames e-learning mainly as the latest stage of distance-education evolution enabled by the World Wide Web, and with Harasim’s historically rich account that positions e-learning as a paradigm shift toward networked collaborative learning, the third article(Bezovski and Poorani, 2016) takes a more practical and systems-oriented approach, outlining definitions that merge technical infrastructure, content delivery mechanisms, and emerging trends such as blended learning, mobile learning, and gamification. Whereas Keegan(2002) stresses technological progression (d-learning → e-learning → m-learning) and Harasim(2006) focusses collaboration and learning theory rooted in early computer networking,  Bezovski and Poorani (2016) presents e-learning as a broad, multifaceted ecosystem shaped by ICT progress and diverse instructional methods, focusing less on theoretical origins and more on its current applications, tools, and market growth.



Further, the literature review conducted for this research revealed that, mid to late 1990s (1995–2000), the rise of the World Wide Web (1993–1995) transformed e-learning. Universities and companies began offering online courses, accessible remotely. Learning Management Systems (LMS). Early platforms like WebCT (1996) and Blackboard (1997) appeared, allowing instructors to post materials, quizzes, and manage discussions (Li,2018). Email, online forums, and chat rooms supported asynchronous and synchronous communication. The concept of a structured online e-learning space began to emerge. Distance education became more flexible and scalable, reaching learners globally (Sun, Finger and Liu, 2014). The rise of internet-based flexible coursework enabled greater interactivity and the integration of online multimedia learning materials (Staneviciene, 2025). Flexible learning programmes, conducted  via online technologies and blended designs, support autonomy and interactivity, and frequently incorporate multimedia-rich materials (Muller, Mildenberger & Steingruber, 2023).	Comment by Shokunbi, Oluwole (Dr): whose systematic review?	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): is this your summary?
During this period, distributed constructivist and cognitivist models became increasingly common, emphasizing learner-centered approaches. Additionally, social networking tools and remote user-to-user interactions emerged, further expanding opportunities for collaboration and engagement in digital learning environments (Kidd,2010). Moreover, during this period, social learning became increasingly feasible. Asynchronous learning gained prominence through the use of online discussion platforms, while the advent of videoconferencing technologies enabled students to collaborate more effectively, thereby expanding and sustaining learning communities.  At the same time, e-learning and online courses became progressively integrated into conventional institutions, many of which began offering a growing number of online programs accessible to wider audiences. This trend gradually influenced upon the market share traditionally held by open learning institutions (Li,2018). 
The growing emphasis on flexibility and accessibility in education with e-learning(Table 1) has been driven by the implementation of “anytime, anywhere” learning strategies. Digital technologies and online platforms now allow students to access resources and participate in learning activities at their own pace and convenience(Table 1) (Means et al., 2013, Allen and  Seaman, 2017). Educational institutions increasingly provide diverse and flexible learning options, including competency-based programs that enable learners to progress upon mastery of objectives, fully online courses, and hybrid models that integrate online and face-to-face instruction (Simonson et al., 2019). This shift reflects a broader move toward learner-centered approaches, prioritizing individual needs, preferences, and learning styles, and fostering a more personalized and inclusive educational experience. At the same time, advances in technology led to the availability of lightweight mobile computing devices with larger screens at increasingly affordable prices. This significantly accelerated the growth of open learning, where mobility and social interaction were highly valued. Consequently, the trend in device ownership shifted steadily toward mobile technologies, reinforcing the role of portability as a key driver of e-learning adoption (Anderson, 2015, Li,2018). Mobile technologies, in particular, play a pivotal role in supporting these developments by enabling seamless access to educational content on smartphones, tablets, and other portable devices, thus making truly ubiquitous learning possible (Crompton, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc218503262][bookmark: _Toc218504087] E-learning After Covid pandemic
From above two sections, it is clear that before the COVID-19 pandemic, e-learning was often positioned as a supplementary or alternative mode of delivery, largely limited to distance education programs, professional training, or blended learning initiatives (Bozkurt et al., 2020; Hodges et al., 2020). It relied heavily on structured content delivery through learning management systems, discussion forums, and occasional use of video lectures. In contrast, the pandemic rapidly transformed e-learning into the primary mode of education, forcing institutions worldwide to adopt online delivery at scale (UNESCO, 2020; Marinoni, van’t Land and  Jensen, 2020).

This shift brought videoconferencing platforms, collaborative tools, and cloud-based technologies to the forefront, while pedagogical practices evolved to emphasize interactivity, engagement, and active learning strategies such as breakout discussions, live polls, and group collaboration (Alam, 2022). The pandemic also exposed and intensified issues of digital access and equity, prompting institutions to prioritize inclusivity and flexibility in design (OECD, 2023; Liasidou, 2022). As a result, attitudes toward e-learning shifted significantly, once viewed with skepticism, it is now more widely accepted by both educators and learners, and has become central to future educational models through the integration of hybrid and blended learning approaches (Horton, 2023; Wang et al., 2024).
Developments in mobile learning and microlearning (such as Gamified Experiences, Bite-Sized Learning Units) during Covid time signify a significant shift in educational paradigms by prioritizing flexibility, personalization, engagement, and accessibility (Barmon and Singh, 2025). Through the integration of mobile technologies with concise, targeted learning experiences, education in the digital era transcends the traditional constraints of time, place, and conventional instructional methods. This approach enables learners to engage in self-paced, just-in-time learning that supports continuous knowledge acquisition (Naveed et al., 2023; Sisouvong, 2024), while providing educators with opportunities to deliver interactive, contextually relevant, and scalable content tailored to diverse learner needs.
Emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI), virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), and adaptive learning systems along with multimedia(table 1)  are poised to play a transformative role in the future of e-learning. By enhancing personalization, immersion, and adaptability, these tools have the potential to fundamentally reshape the educational landscape (Dhanda, Yada and Singh, 2025). In particular, AI is driving major advances by enabling intelligent, adaptive, and highly personalized learning experiences. AI-powered systems can process large volumes of learner data to tailor learning pathways, optimize content delivery, and align instruction with individual needs and preferences(table 1). For example, such systems can diagnose learners’ strengths and weaknesses and providing customized interventions to support improvement. This level of personalization has been shown to enhance engagement and significantly improve learning outcomes (Gligorea et al., 2023). 
High and Low and middle income countries difference need more research to complete this scetion)
However, In high-income countries, e-learning is already well established in health professional education, with positive outcomes reported (Belfi et al.,2021). By contrast, experiences in low- and middle-income countries are more limited, with implementation often restricted to postgraduate training programs (Gismalla,2021). In Sudan specifically, exposure to e-learning in higher education remains minimal, with only a small number of universities currently offering such programs (Gismalla,2021).
To further illustrate the structural transformation of e-learning brought about by the emergence of the internet, Table 2 contrasts key characteristics of pre-internet e-learning with those of internet-era e-learning. The comparison highlights not only technological change but also deeper shifts in communication patterns, pedagogical possibilities, scalability, and learner access. By juxtaposing these two eras across dimensions such as interaction, collaboration, and feedback, the table provides a concise synthesis of how internet technologies reconfigured e-learning from largely linear, institution-controlled systems into more flexible, interactive, and globally scalable learning environments.

Table 2: Based on the analysis above, Summary of Key Differences	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): I think this is helpful but needs some explanation
	Aspect
	Pre-Internet E-learning
	Internet era E-learning

	Communication
	One-way
	Two-way interactive

	Delivery
	Postal, TV, stand-alone computers(Gyambrah and  Martin, 2007; Betts et al., 2020
	Online platforms, LMS

	Collaboration
	low
	High with more personalization (forums, video, group work)

	Content
	Static
	Dynamic and multimedia

	Scalability
	Limited
	Massive (MOOCs, global access)

	Feedback
	Slow
	Instant

	Access
	Restricted
	Anywhere with internet(flexible)



[bookmark: _Toc218503263][bookmark: _Toc218504088]Conceptualisation of e-learning
After the brief explanation on how e-learning emerged and key milestones in its evolution (e.g., early computer-based learning, internet-based learning) in the previous section, this study now focuses on conceptualization of e-learning in this section. 
This section aims to identify the key definitions of e-learning in order to examine how the concept has evolved over time.  Then, elements of e-learning (e.g., technology, pedagogy, interaction, content delivery) will be discussed. Further, it distinguishes between online learning, digital learning, and e-learning and mobile learning. Then, it moves on to discuss theoretical perspectives by inking e-learning to learning theories (e.g., constructivism, connectivism, behaviorism) in order to explain how these theories inform the design and use of e-learning.

[bookmark: _Toc218503264][bookmark: _Toc218504089] Early definitions of e-learning
The concept of e-learning has been widely discussed in educational research, and its definition has expanded as digital technologies have evolved. Early understandings of e-learning primarily emphasized the use of computers and internet technologies to deliver learning materials outside the traditional classroom. In this view, e-learning was largely associated with distance education and online course delivery. Historically, the concept was first introduced as “internet-based training,” later evolving into “web-based training,” with these labels still appearing alongside various forms of the term e-learning (Jugon, 2003).
This was further  evidenced in the definition of e-learning provided by Eddy & Tannenbaum(2003). According to them, e-learning can be defined as instructional initiatives in which learning materials, course communication, and content delivery are facilitated through technological mediation. A fundamental characteristic of such initiatives is that learner–instructor and learner–learner interactions, as well as broader course communications, occur primarily through technological channels (Swan, 2003). Similarly, in the same year, Jugon(2003) mentioned that e-learning is understood as the use of electronic technologies and processes to facilitate learning. Educational content may be delivered through multiple channels, including the internet, intranets, extranets, satellite television, and multimedia-enabled CD-ROMs (ISP, 2004).	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): A good go at trying to tie them in together

This literature review revealed that during 2000 to 2010, a variety of terms have been adopted to characterize the use of ICT in education, such as computer-assisted learning, e-learning, networked learning, online learning, telelearning, and technology-enhanced learning. These labels are often used inconsistently, covering a wide spectrum of educational practices. While the terminology frequently emphasizes learning, in reality the emphasis has more often been placed on the role of technology in supporting/facilitaing teaching. Although e-learning is among the most commonly used terms, Mason and Rennie (2006) note that its definitions vary widely, with some emphasizing content, others communication, and still others the technology itself. Acknowledging this lack of precision, the term generally referred in a broad sense, referring as “learning facilitated and supported through the use of information and communications technology” (JISC, 2004, p. 10).The definition is straightforward, making it easy to understand and apply.  By re-framing e-learning as “facilitated and supported” through ICT, it covers a wide range of practices (from computer-based training to online collaboration). 	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): This might be helpful as a teaser at the start too...
Further, e-learning refers to educational processes in which information and communication technologies are employed to design, deliver, and facilitate learning experiences, enabling interaction, collaboration, and access to knowledge across diverse contexts (Campbell,2004). The term e-learning carries different meanings across sectors. Within schools, it generally refers to a combination of software-based instruction and online learning. In contrast, in fields such as business, higher education and professional training, the term is used more narrowly to describe various forms of online practices (Campbell, 2004).	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): I like this definition - it is very clear - looks like you put the ref at the very end though and not straight after the exact quote? Try to reference as you go and then put the rest in your own words...	Comment by Shokunbi, Oluwole (Dr): I agree

Since successful participation also requires strong self-regulation skills, learners are often supported by a coach or mentor to guide them along their learning journey. Offering greater flexibility and timeliness, e-learning enables training to be delivered anytime, 24 hours a day, seven days a week, unlike traditional classroom training, which can be disruptive and bound by scheduling constraints. By removing the need to wait for group-based instruction, e-learning allows individuals to engage in training at their own pace and convenience (Nagy, 2005). Further, Kirkwood and Price (2005) have undertaken extensive work in reviewing, monitoring, and evaluating the development of e-learning in higher education over a significant period. Their research has generally concentrated on the pedagogical purposes that particular applications, tools, or systems were designed to serve, as well as on learners’ experiences in using them. Within higher education, the integration of ICT to support teaching and learning has typically aimed to achieve one or more key functions: presentation, providing students with access to materials and resources (such as text, data, audio, images, and video), either at scheduled times or on demand (Miller et al., 2005) and interaction, allowing learners to engage actively with resources by manipulating or exploring information and data (Beauchamp, 2008). There were two ways: Dialogue: facilitating communication between teachers and students or among peers to encourage discussion, collaboration, and cooperation, generative activities: enabling learners to create, organize, store, and retrieve materials (text, data, images, etc.). This was used in response to learning tasks or assessments, thereby, they used e-learning for  documenting their experiences and competencies.
[bookmark: _Toc218503265][bookmark: _Toc218504090]E-learning definitions Between 2010 and 2020
Between 2010 and 2020, definitions of e-learning continued to expand beyond earlier technological descriptions, becoming more pedagogically oriented and learner-centered (Sangrà et al., 2012; Basak, 2018). During this period, e-learning was commonly defined as a digitally supported learning process that integrates online resources, interactive tools, and structured instructional design to facilitate both synchronous and asynchronous learning (Bezhovski, 2016). Scholars (Moore and Kearsley,2012, Clark and Mayer,2016, Raisinghani, 2016) increasingly emphasized that e-learning is not merely the delivery of electronic content, but a comprehensive educational environment supported by technology and pedagogy (Sangrà et al., 2012). For example, Moore & Kearsley (2012:6) conceptualize e-learning as “learning and teaching that occurs through the planned use of electronic media, including both online and offline formats, where interaction between learner and instructor is mediated by technology.” Their focus lies on the pedagogical design and interaction process. Clark & Mayer (2016:7) define e-learning as “instruction delivered on a digital device such as a computer or mobile device that is intended to support learning.” This reflects the practical, instructional design perspective, emphasizing content delivery and learner engagement through digital tools.

Raisinghani (2016) defined e-learning as individualized instruction provided via public (internet) or private (intranet) computer networks and is often used interchangeably with terms like online learning, web-based learning (WBL), and virtual classrooms. The definition is strongly technology-oriented, framing e-learning mainly in terms of computer networks (internet/intranet). While this was common in earlier conceptualizations, later definitions emphasize pedagogy, interaction, and learner engagement elements not explicitly addressed here. Similar to Raisinghani’s (2016) description of e-learning as individualized instruction delivered via computer networks, other scholars in the 2010–2020 period define e-learning as an approach to teaching and learning based on electronic media and devices that improve access, communication and interaction (Sangrà, Vlachopoulos, & Cabrera, 2012), or more broadly as instruction delivered on digital devices such as computers and smartphones (Blau, 2017; Basak, Wotto, and  Bélanger, 2018).
OECD (2021) describes e-learning as “learning that is enabled or supported by the use of digital tools and resources, typically delivered through the internet or other electronic means.” This definition highlights accessibility and the use of digital platforms for educational purposes. UNESCO (2023) defines e-learning as “the use of information and communication technologies (ICT) to support and enhance the delivery of learning, teaching, and assessment.” This emphasizes the technological medium as a facilitator of learning rather than as an end in itself. UNESCO and OECD and Raisinghani, (2016)  view e-learning broadly as technology-supported education at a systemic level. Howeber, Moore & Kearsley (2012), Clark & Mayer(2016) adopt a more pedagogical and instructional focus, emphasizing learning design, interactivity, and learner engagement.
Based on the above perspectives, e-learning can be conceptually defined as:
E-learning is a technology-mediated educational process that integrates digital tools, content, and environments to facilitate interactive, learner-centered, and accessible learning experiences across formal and informal contexts.
This synthesized definition captures:
· Technology as an enabler of learning (from UNESCO & OECD)
· Interaction and pedagogy (from Moore & Kearsley)
· Learner-centered and flexible delivery (from Clark & Mayer)
Because of its wide scope, global definitions often diverge, leading to inconsistency and occasional misunderstanding among practitioners. As a relatively new concept for course designers, technology developers, and learners, e-learning has not yet reached a universally accepted definition nor secured a stable market identity (Brown, 2019). Some researchers attribute this lack of consensus to the rapidly evolving nature of digital technologies (Sangrà, Vlachopoulos and  Cabrera, 2012), while others suggest that varying institutional priorities contribute to the definitional gaps(Bates, 2018).

Abdel Hamid (2009), Abdel Hamid (2010) and Al-Najar (2013), classify e-learning environments based on the tools they use:
1. Synchronous e-learning environments: Online, real-time methods of learning within virtual classrooms, where both teachers and students are present simultaneously regardless of location. Immediate feedback is enabled through tools such as:
· Discussion forums
· Chat rooms
· Video conferencing
· Audio conferencing
2. Asynchronous e-learning environments: Learning that is not tied to a specific time or place. In this mode, teachers provide educational resources for learners to access, engage with, and ask questions at their convenience. Feedback is facilitated through tools like:
· Static web pages
· E-mail
· Storage media (e.g., CDs)

The spread of simpler and application-friendlier Content Management System(CMS) systems can be seen instead. Among these frame-systems the LMS, CMS and LCMS are widely applied. The Learning Management System(LMS) is a software-pack which can be applied to the information support and performance of teaching-training programs and courses, the organic handling of courses and students, and in the support of the entire teaching process. LMS  are able to provide further support to the collocation of the curriculum and themes, as well as in the progress of e-learning-based, interactive and multimedia courses (Molnar, 2013).
According to Khamees (2015), an e-learning environment is an educational technology system made up of multiple instructional pages stored on a server or hosted by an Internet service provider. Learners access these materials through a web browser for educational use. 
During  years from 2010 to 2020, computer technologies have been increasingly developed to aid teaching, particularly in areas such as assessment and communication. Advancements in modern technology have allowed these tools to be integrated into unified systems known as virtual learning environments (VLEs). VLE can be described as a self-contained, computer-based platform that supports online interaction between teachers and learners. It primarily manages information directly related to teaching, such as lecture notes, online discussions, and potentially student grades (Davies & Harris, 2016).
To this point, literature review revealed that before the COVID-19 pandemic, e-learning was generally defined as a supplementary or alternative mode of instruction that used digital platforms, multimedia resources, and online courses to enhance traditional classroom learning. It was often optional and associated with flexibility, efficiency, and broader access, particularly in higher education and corporate training, with tools like learning management systems, MOOCs, and self-paced tutorials.  It is important to review the literature available after COVID-19 to see the changes in eLearning definition. 

[bookmark: _Toc218503266][bookmark: _Toc218504091] E-Learning Definitions (After Covid Pandemic)	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): did they change fundamentally after the pandemic?

E-learning changed fundamentally after the COVID-19 pandemic, as the emergency transition to remote education accelerated the global adoption of digital learning technologies and permanently reshaped teaching and learning practices. During school and university closures, institutions rapidly implemented online platforms, video conferencing, and learning management systems, which normalized e-learning at an unprecedented scale and increased digital literacy among both educators and students (UNESCO, 2020). Research shows that this shift led to long-term structural changes, including the widespread use of hybrid and blended learning models, greater emphasis on flexibility and self-paced learning, and sustained institutional investment in educational technology beyond the pandemic period (OECD, 2021; Dhawan, 2020).
1. UNESCO (2020)
“E-learning is an umbrella term referring to the use of any digital device or multimedia resource for teaching and learning, especially for delivering or accessing instructional content.”
2. World Bank Education Global Practice (2020)
E-learning is defined as “the use of digital platforms, online tools, and internet-based resources to support formal and informal learning remotely.”
3. OECD Education Policy Outlook (2020)
E-learning refers to “instruction delivered or supported through digital technologies that enable learners to access content, interact, and engage in learning activities at a distance.”
4. Hodges et al. (2020) – Educause Review
E-learning is described as “instruction using digital tools and online platforms designed to promote intentional, structured learning, either synchronously or asynchronously.”
5. Sun et al. (2020) – Computers & Education
E-learning is defined as “learning mediated through digital technologies and online systems that support communication, content delivery, and learner engagement.”
6. Hamilton et al. (2020) – Educational Technology Research & Development
E-learning is “the integration of online platforms, digital media, and communication tools to create structured learning experiences accessible from any location.”
7. Al-Qahtani & Higgins (2021)
E-learning is defined as “a mode of learning where electronic technologies, primarily the internet, are used to access curriculum, interact with instructors, and participate in learning activities.”
8. Dhawan (2020) – Journal of Educational Technology Systems
“E-learning refers to learning supported by ICT tools, where teaching and learning take place online using digital platforms and internet-based technologies.”
9. Basilaia & Kvavadze (2020) – International Journal of Research in Education and Science
E-learning is “learning that occurs through online environments, enabling remote access to content, communication, and collaborative activities.”
10. Baticulon et al. (2021) – Medical Education Online
E-learning is described as “any form of learning delivered electronically, typically via the internet, using online platforms, multimedia resources, and communication tools.”

Between , definitions of e-learning from 2020 to 2022 strongly emphasize:
· remote accessibility (learning from anywhere)
· use of digital technologies and online systems
· interaction and communication
· structured online instructional design
· multimedia-supported content delivery
These definitions reflect the rapid global shift to online education during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Moreover, Gumantan, Nugroho & Yuliandra (2021) define e-learning primarily as a non–face-to-face or remote mode of instruction that relies on digital technology to deliver content, manage learning, and facilitate interaction through tools such as slides, videos, and discussion forums. Unlike many pre-COVID definitions, which often described e-learning as an optional, supplementary, or blended approach designed to enhance flexibility and extend traditional classrooms, the authors frame it as a necessary substitute for in-person learning during the pandemic. Their focus is less on pedagogy, instructional design, or accessibility, and more on the effectiveness of this emergency shift, measured through student performance and exam results. Thus, while their definition aligns with the broader understanding of technology-mediated education, it reflects the pandemic context by portraying e-learning as a compulsory, outcome-focused response rather than a planned or innovative enhancement to conventional teaching.
Gligorea et al. (2023) treat e-learning as an environment/platform where adaptive learning is enabled through the integration of artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML).Adaptive learning means the system dynamically personalizes the learning experience for each student: adjusting content, sequencing, pace, instructional strategies, feedback, etc., based on data about the learner (performance, engagement, preferences).The review emphasizes “real-time” adjustments, using learner data (assessment results, interactions, progress tracking) to tailor what is delivered, how, and when. Gumantan et al. (2021) define e-learning more as the non-face-to-face mode enforced by COVID, using digital content (videos, slides, discussion, etc.), again comparing its effectiveness. Their definition presumes content delivery and online interaction, but not necessarily changing that content dynamically per learner. Gligorea et al.(2023) explicitly include AI/ML and adaptive learning as central to their definition: the idea that the system changes in response to learner data. This is a more advanced / newer framing that wasn’t present (or at least not central) in the earlier works.
Gligorea et al. (2023)’s definition reflects more recent technological possibilities: machine learning, adaptive algorithms, personalization, etc. The earlier studies are more about implementing e-learning broadly, whether it works in terms of achievement or attitudes, especially under pandemic conditions, rather than about optimizing or refining the learning path to each student. Gligorea et al. (2023) provides more advanced, more personalized, and uses more sophisticated technology (AI/ML) to adapt the learning process in real time. Earlier definitions (Aljaser, 2019, Gumantan(2021)) saw e-learning more as an alternative mode (or emergency necessity), with fixed or broadly applied materials and methods, whereas Gligorea et al. (2023) see e-learning as potentially highly customized, responsive, and adaptive.	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): interesting angle
E-learning creates a special educational environment. The lack of presence of teachers and peers reduces the impact of social interaction. The existing social influence is carried out through communication mediated by technical means. At the same time, the student is in a familiar home environment, and immersion in an electronic educational environment requires the student’s own efforts. So, the value of self-regulation is increasing. Therefore, there is a need to reconsider the existing models of self-regulation and apply them to e-learning. The new learning format requires not only taking into account changing conditions but including factors that were not of great importance for self-regulation in the traditional learning format. Although similar trends are observed at all levels of education, the most extensive and studied experience is in higher education. 	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): means or creates?
After COVID-19, however, the definition of e-learning shifted significantly as it became the primary mode of education delivery during global schools and universities closures. No longer just an enhancement, it evolved into a necessity, incorporating both synchronous formats, such as live classes via platforms like Zoom or Teams, and asynchronous tools, while placing greater emphasis on interaction, digital pedagogy, equity, accessibility, and student well-being. As a result, e-learning is now more commonly understood as a comprehensive educational ecosystem that integrates digital content, online assessment, and virtual collaboration within hybrid and fully online models.

Overall, the literature demonstrates that the concept of e-learning has undergone a profound and continuous evolution, shaped by technological progress, pedagogical innovation, and global socio-educational shifts. Early definitions from the late 1990s and early 2000s emphasized computer-based training and online connectivity, gradually expanding to include blended learning, mobile learning, and collaborative digital environments. As scholars and practitioners introduced new tools, from LMS and CMS platforms to mobile and pervasive learning technologies, the term e-learning came to encompass a broad spectrum of instructional models, delivery modes, and learner experiences. These varying interpretations reflect not only differences in educational sectors, but also shifting priorities, ranging from flexibility and cost-efficiency in industry to interactivity, reflection, and collaboration in higher education.
The COVID-19 pandemic marked a turning point, transforming e-learning from an optional or supplementary mode into a compulsory solution for maintaining educational continuity. Post-pandemic scholarship no longer defines e-learning merely as technology-mediated instruction but increasingly as a comprehensive ecosystem integrating synchronous and asynchronous modalities, digital pedagogy, accessibility, and learner well-being. More recent definitions further incorporate artificial intelligence and adaptive technologies, framing e-learning as a personalized, data-driven environment capable of real-time adjustment to individual learner needs.
Despite these advancements, the literature reveals persistent variability and inconsistency in how e-learning is conceptualized, underscoring the complexity of a term that spans diverse tools, contexts, and theoretical perspectives. However, across decades of development, a unifying trend is evident: e-learning has shifted from being defined by the technologies that support it to being defined by the learning experiences it seeks to enable. As digital education continues to expand, the term e-learning is likely to remain dynamic, reflecting ongoing innovations and the evolving expectations of learners, educators, and institutions alike.
E-learning is broadly conceptualized as the use of digital technologies and electronic media to support teaching and learning activities. In the literature, scholars describe e-learning not only as a delivery method but as a pedagogical system that integrates technology, instructional design, and learner interaction (e.g., Educational Technology / Instructional Design) (Mehanna, 2004; Ali et al., 2018; Giannakos et al., 2021).
Most definitions highlight that e-learning involves the use of computers, mobile devices, learning management systems (LMS), and internet-based tools to facilitate access to educational content. According to common academic perspectives, conceptualizing e-learning requires understanding it as a technology-enhanced learning environment that allows learners to access instructional materials anytime and anywhere, often supporting self-paced and flexible learning. 
[bookmark: _Toc218503267][bookmark: _Toc218504092] E-learning theoretical background
[bookmark: _Toc218503268][bookmark: _Toc218504093] Learning theories	Comment by Jones, Jenni (Prof): Not enough here - you'll need the 2 schools of thought here and their associated theories eg psychological (behaviourist, cognitive, and constructivist, plus connectivism) educational eg adult learning/andragogy etc...) 	Comment by Hettiarachchige, Mangala: Addressed. 
Learning theories provide the conceptual foundation for understanding how individuals acquire knowledge, develop skills, and engage with professional learning environments. In the context of eLearning for Continuous Professional Development (CPD) among academics, learning theories are particularly important as they inform the design, delivery, and evaluation of technology-mediated learning experiences. This section reviews key learning theories that underpin adult and professional learning in higher education, with particular emphasis on their relevance to eLearning.
Behaviourism is one of the earliest learning theories, emphasising observable changes in behaviour resulting from external stimuli and reinforcement (Skinner, 1953). Learning is viewed as a response to environmental inputs, with rewards and feedback reinforcing desired behaviours(Burhanuddin et al., 2021). In e-Learning contexts, behaviourist principles are reflected in automated assessments, quizzes, and immediate feedback mechanisms commonly used in online CPD programmes(Ally, 2004). While behaviourism is effective for procedural learning and skill acquisition, it has been criticised in the literature  for neglecting cognitive processes and higher-order thinking, which are central to academic professional development(Bloom, 1956; Kirschner, Sweller and Clark, 2006).
Cognitivism emerged in response to the limitations of behaviourism, shifting the focus to internal mental processes such as memory, perception, and problem-solving. Cognitive learning theory views learners as active processors of information who construct understanding through mental structures and schemas (Piaget, 1972). In e-Learning for CPD, cognitivist principles inform the structuring of content, scaffolding of learning materials, and use of multimedia to enhance comprehension. However, critics argue that cognitivism often underestimates the social and contextual dimensions of learning, which are particularly significant in professional and academic settings((Vygotsky, 1978; Lave and Wenger, 1991).
Constructivism further extends cognitive perspectives by emphasising that learning is an active, social, and contextualised process. Knowledge is constructed through interaction with content, peers, and the learning environment (Vygotsky, 1978). Constructivist approaches underpin collaborative e-Learning activities such as discussion forums, reflective journals, and problem-based learning tasks commonly used in CPD programmes. This theory is highly relevant to academic CPD, as it aligns with reflective practice, peer learning, and the co-creation of knowledge. Nevertheless, constructivist eLearning requires careful design and facilitation, and its effectiveness may be constrained by time pressures and varying levels of digital literacy among academics.
Adult learning theory, or andragogy, is particularly salient in CPD contexts. Knowles (1984) argues that adult learners are self-directed, goal-oriented, and motivated by the relevance of learning to their professional roles. eLearning platforms support andragogical principles by offering flexibility, autonomy, and personalised learning pathways. However, the assumption that all adults are self-motivated learners has been challenged, particularly in contexts where participation in CPD is institutionally mandated rather than intrinsically driven.
More recently, connectivism has been proposed as a learning theory for the digital age, emphasising learning through networks, digital connections, and knowledge sharing across platforms (Siemens, 2005). Connectivism is particularly relevant to eLearning-based CPD, as it highlights the importance of communities of practice, social media, and open educational resources in academic learning. Despite its relevance, connectivism remains contested as a theory, with critics questioning its empirical grounding.
In summary, learning theories offer valuable insights into how eLearning for CPD can be designed and implemented effectively. A blended theoretical approach that integrates behavioural, cognitive, constructivist, and adult learning principles is often necessary to address the diverse needs of academics across different institutional and cultural contexts.

[bookmark: _Toc218503269][bookmark: _Toc218504094] Technology adoption theories
In addition to general learning theories,  technology-adoption theories are directly relevant to e-learning adoption because the acceptance, use, and success of digital learning platforms depend on sociological, psychological and organizational factors. For example, students’ perceptions of usefulness and usability strongly shape their willingness to engage with online learning tools, aligning with Technology Acceptance Model(TAM) (Silva, 2015). Similarly, The Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT)’s emphasis on social influence and facilitating conditions helps explain how institutional support, peer recommendations, and access to digital resources affect e-learning uptake(Williams, Rana and Dwivedi, 2015). Finally, Diffusion of Innovations (DOI) (Rahi and Abd, 2018) provides insight into how innovation characteristics and communication within educational communities influence how quickly and effectively e-learning spreads. Therefore, integrating these theories strengthens e-learning research by offering a multidimensional understanding of user behavior, contextual influences, and system adoption patterns.

[bookmark: _Toc218503270]Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)
The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) proposed by Davis (1989) is one of the most widely used frameworks for examining technology adoption. TAM posits that perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use are the primary determinants of an individual’s intention to use a technology. In higher education research, TAM has been extensively applied to study academics’ adoption of e-learning systems, demonstrating its explanatory power in identifying cognitive and attitudinal factors influencing usage behaviour.
However, TAM has been criticised for its narrow focus on individual perceptions and its limited consideration of social, organisational, and contextual factors. In the context of CPD, where institutional support, workload pressures, and professional expectations play a significant role, TAM alone may provide an incomplete explanation of e-learning adoption, particularly in settings where external constraints are pronounced(Bagozzi, 2007; Venkatesh and Bala, 2008).
[bookmark: _Toc218503271]Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT/UTAUT2)
The Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) integrates multiple adoption models and identifies performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, and facilitating conditions as key determinants of technology use (Venkatesh et al., 2003). UTAUT2 further extends the model by incorporating factors such as habit and hedonic motivation.
UTAUT is particularly relevant to e-learning for CPD as it acknowledges the influence of organisational infrastructure and social norms, which are salient in academic environments. Nonetheless, the model has been critiqued for its complexity and its tendency to prioritise predictive capability over contextual depth(Williams, Rana and Dwivedi, 2015). Moreover, UTAUT was primarily developed in corporate and developed-country contexts, raising questions about its direct applicability in developing countries where infrastructural and policy-related barriers may dominate adoption decisions((Venkatesh et al., 2003; Dwivedi et al., 2019; Williams, Rana and Dwivedi, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc218503272]Diffusion of Innovations (DOI)
Rogers’ (2003) Diffusion of Innovations theory conceptualises technology adoption as a social process influenced by factors such as relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability. DOI is valuable in understanding how e-learning for CPD spreads within academic communities and how peer influence and institutional culture shape adoption patterns.
However, DOI has been criticised for assuming relatively stable and resource-rich environments and for underplaying power relations and structural inequalities. In developing country contexts, such as Sri Lanka, adoption may be constrained less by innovation characteristics and more by systemic limitations, thereby reducing the explanatory power of DOI when used in isolation(Rogers, 2003; Avgerou, 2008; Heeks, 2010).
[bookmark: _Toc218503273]Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB)
The Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) emphasises the role of attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioural control in shaping behavioural intentions. TPB is particularly useful for examining academics’ intentions to engage in eLearning-based CPD, as it incorporates both personal motivation and perceived constraints.
Nevertheless, similar to TAM, TPB has been criticised for its reliance on intention as a proxy for behaviour and its limited engagement with organisational and institutional dynamics, which are central to CPD participation(Ajzen, 1991; Sheeran, 2002; Conner and Armitage, 1998).

[bookmark: _Toc218503274][bookmark: _Toc218504095] Organisational and Institutional Theories
[bookmark: _Toc218503275]Institutional Theory
Institutional Theory focuses on how organisational behaviour is shaped by formal rules, norms, and cultural-cognitive structures. In higher education, this theory highlights the influence of accreditation requirements, professional standards, and quality assurance mechanisms on CPD practices. Institutional pressures are particularly evident in developed contexts such as the UK, where CPD engagement is often linked to teaching excellence frameworks and promotion criteria (Scott, 2014; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; QAA, 2018; Advance HE, 2016)..
In developing contexts, institutional theory helps explain why CPD initiatives may exist in policy rhetoric but lack effective implementation due to weak enforcement mechanisms or competing institutional priorities.
[bookmark: _Toc218503276]Resource-Based View (RBV)
The Resource-Based View conceptualises organisations as collections of resources and capabilities that enable competitive advantage. Applied to eLearning for CPD, RBV underscores the importance of technological infrastructure, skilled personnel, and financial investment. This perspective is particularly useful for explaining disparities between developed and developing countries, where unequal access to resources significantly affects e-learning adoption((Barney, 1991; Barney, Ketchen and Wright, 2011; Selim, 2007).
However, RBV has been criticised for its limited attention to individual agency and cultural factors, which are critical in understanding academics’ engagement with CPD.
[bookmark: _Toc218503277]Sociotechnical Systems Theory
Sociotechnical Systems Theory emphasises the interdependence between social and technical elements within organisations(Trist and Bamforth, 1951; Bostrom and Heinen, 1977).
This theory is especially relevant to e-learning for CPD, as successful adoption depends not only on technology but also on pedagogical practices, organisational culture, and human support systems. Its holistic orientation makes it particularly valuable for cross-cultural analysis.

To position the study within established theoretical traditions, Table 3 synthesises key learning, technology adoption, and organisational theories that have informed research on e-learning and professional development. Rather than privileging a single theoretical lens, the table highlights how different theories foreground distinct dimensions of e-learning for CPD, ranging from individual cognition and motivation to organisational structures, institutional pressures, and sociotechnical alignment. This integrative overview provides a conceptual foundation for identifying Critical Success Factors (CSFs) that operate at multiple levels within higher education contexts.
Table 3: synthesis of  key learning, technology adoption, and organisational theories that have informed research on eLearning and professional development
	Theory Category
	Theory
	Key Focus / Core Concepts
	Relevance to eLearning for CPD
	Key Limitations
	Key Sources

	Learning Theories
	Behaviourism
	Learning as observable behaviour shaped by stimuli, reinforcement, and feedback
	Supports automated assessments, quizzes, and immediate feedback in online CPD programmes
	Neglects cognitive processes and higher-order thinking central to academic professional development
	Skinner (1953); Ally (2004); Bloom (1956); Kirschner, Sweller and Clark (2006); Burhanuddin et al. (2021)

	
	Cognitivism
	Focus on internal mental processes such as memory, perception, and problem-solving
	Informs structured content design, scaffolding, and multimedia use in eLearning for CPD
	Underestimates social and contextual dimensions of learning
	Piaget (1972); Vygotsky (1978); Lave and Wenger (1991)

	
	Constructivism
	Learning as an active, social, and contextualised process
	Underpins collaborative activities such as discussion forums, reflective journals, and problem-based learning in CPD
	Requires careful facilitation; constrained by time pressures and digital literacy levels
	Vygotsky (1978)

	
	Adult Learning Theory (Andragogy)
	Adults as self-directed, goal-oriented learners motivated by relevance
	Aligns with flexible, autonomous, and personalised eLearning-based CPD
	Assumption of intrinsic motivation may not hold in mandated CPD contexts
	Knowles (1984)

	
	Connectivism
	Learning through digital networks, communities, and knowledge sharing
	Highlights role of social media, communities of practice, and open resources in CPD
	Contested theoretical status and limited empirical grounding
	Siemens (2005)

	Technology Adoption & Acceptance Theories
	Technology Acceptance Model (TAM)
	Perceived usefulness and ease of use drive adoption
	Explains individual attitudes towards eLearning systems among academics
	Overly individualistic; limited consideration of organisational and contextual factors
	Davis (1989); Bagozzi (2007); Venkatesh and Bala (2008)

	
	UTAUT / UTAUT2
	Performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, facilitating conditions
	Captures organisational infrastructure and social norms influencing CPD adoption
	Complex; prioritises prediction over contextual depth; developed mainly in corporate/developed contexts
	Venkatesh et al. (2003); Williams, Rana and Dwivedi (2015); Dwivedi et al. (2019)

	
	Diffusion of Innovations (DOI)
	Adoption as a social process influenced by innovation characteristics
	Explains spread of eLearning for CPD within academic communities
	Assumes stable, resource-rich contexts; underplays power and structural inequalities
	Rogers (2003); Avgerou (2008); Heeks (2010)

	
	Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB)
	Behaviour shaped by attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived control
	Useful for analysing academics’ intentions to engage in eLearning-based CPD
	Relies on intention-behaviour link; limited organisational focus
	Ajzen (1991); Sheeran (2002); Conner and Armitage (1998)

	Organisational & Institutional Theories
	Institutional Theory
	Organisational behaviour shaped by rules, norms, and cultural-cognitive structures
	Explains influence of accreditation, professional standards, and QA frameworks on CPD (e.g. UK)
	Policy–practice gaps in developing contexts
	DiMaggio and Powell (1983); Scott (2014); QAA (2018); Advance HE (2016)

	
	Resource-Based View (RBV)
	Competitive advantage derived from organisational resources and capabilities
	Highlights role of infrastructure, skilled staff, and financial investment in CPD eLearning
	Limited attention to individual agency and cultural factors
	Barney (1991); Barney, Ketchen and Wright (2011); Selim (2007)

	
	Sociotechnical Systems Theory
	Interdependence of social and technical systems
	Emphasises alignment of technology, pedagogy, organisational culture, and support systems
	Requires holistic institutional change, which may be challenging to implement
	Trist and Bamforth (1951); Bostrom and Heinen (1977)



[bookmark: _Toc218503278][bookmark: _Toc218504096]Summary of Theoretical Frameworks Underpinning e-learning Adoption for CPD

This summary table strengthens the thesis by demonstrating substantial theoretical breadth and synthesis through the integration of learning theories, technology adoption models, and organisational and institutional perspectives relevant to e-learning for Continuous Professional Development. By explicitly linking each theoretical lens to e-learning practices and CPD outcomes, the table clarifies how individual, pedagogical, technological, and organisational factors collectively shape academics’ engagement with e-learning-based CPD. Furthermore, the association of strengths and limitations across theories highlights that no single framework adequately captures the complexity of e-learning adoption, thereby justifying the development of an integrated conceptual framework for this study. Importantly, the inclusion of theories that address both resource availability and institutional pressures provides a robust foundation for cross-cultural comparison, enabling systematic analysis of similarities and differences in e-learning adoption for CPD between developed contexts such as the United Kingdom and developing contexts such as Sri Lanka.
Technology adoption theories provide important, but sometimes limited frameworks for understanding how individuals and organizations decide to use new digital tools. The TAM, developed by Davis (1989), emphasizes perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use as the primary predictors of technology adoption. While TAM has been widely applied due to its simplicity and predictive power, it has been criticized for overlooking social, cultural, and contextual factors that significantly influence adoption in real-world settings (Bagozzi, 2007). UTAUT attempts to address some of these limitations by incorporating social influence, facilitating conditions, and moderating variables such as age and experience (Venkatesh et al., 2003). However, UTAUT has also been critiqued for being overly complex and difficult to generalize across different cultural or organizational contexts (Dwivedi et al., 2011). Meanwhile, DOI theory argues that adoption is influenced by innovation attributes such as relative advantage, compatibility, and complexity, as well as communication channels and social systems (Rogers, 2003). Although DOI offers broader explanatory power, it has been challenged for assuming a linear adoption process and insufficiently addressing individual psychological factors (Greenhalgh et al., 2004). Overall, while each theory contributes valuable insights, none alone fully captures the dynamic, socio-technical nature of digital adoption in modern environments.
Many studies use single adoption theories (e.g., TAM, UTAUT) without integrating wider sociocultural, pedagogical, or organizational frameworks. This narrow theoretical focus has been widely criticized for oversimplifying technology adoption, especially in complex environments such as e-learning (Bagozzi, 2007; Benbasat & Barki, 2007). As a result, research often fails to capture the interplay between technological features, learner psychology, instructional design, and institutional context. Scholars argue that more comprehensive models are needed to combine psychological, technological, and educational perspectives to reflect the multidimensional nature of e-learning adoption (Nguyen et al., 2021; Sumak & Sorgo, 2016). Without such integration, technology adoption studies risk producing fragmented explanations that do not accurately represent real-world learning environments.
Many studies focus on technology acceptance such as perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use rather than examining actual learning outcomes, performance gains, or skill development. Scholars note that e-learning research often prioritizes user perceptions over measurable cognitive or behavioral outcomes, creating a gap between system adoption and its educational impact (Arbaugh, 2014; Cheng, 2011). Little research meaningfully connects e-learning usage patterns, instructional design quality, and cognitive or learning outcomes, despite strong evidence that these factors interact to influence learner achievement (Means et al., 2013; Wong et al., 2020). As a result, the literature provides limited insight into whether e-learning truly improves learning effectiveness or merely expands access to educational content.
Most e-learning literature is concentrated in higher education settings within developed regions, leading to a limited and sometimes biased understanding of global adoption patterns. Studies highlight that research from developing countries remains significantly underrepresented, particularly in primary and secondary education, vocational and workforce training, rural or low-resource environments, and among culturally diverse populations (Dahlan et al., 2020; Islam & Grönlund, 2016). This imbalance restricts the generalizability of findings and overlooks unique socio-economic constraints, infrastructural challenges, and cultural influences that shape e-learning adoption in varied contexts (Khalid et al., 2022). As a result, the literature often reflects the realities of well-resourced institutions while failing to capture the diverse global landscape of digital learning.
In summary, e-learning literature is growing rapidly, but several critical gaps remain. Scholars note a lack of deeper theoretical integration, as many studies rely on limited acceptance models rather than comprehensive pedagogical or sociocultural frameworks (Bagozzi, 2007; Nguyen et al., 2021). Research is also dominated by cross-sectional designs, with few long-term or longitudinal studies that examine how e-learning adoption and learning behaviors evolve over time (Bond et al., 2021). Additionally, the field lacks diverse global evidence, as most studies are concentrated in developed regions, limiting the generalizability of findings (Khalid et al., 2022). Another major gap is the insufficient focus on actual learning outcomes, with many studies emphasizing perceptions of acceptance instead of measuring performance or skill development (Means et al., 2013). Finally, limited attention has been given to instructors’ roles, learner engagement mechanisms, and emerging technologies such as AI, AR/VR, and analytics, despite their increasing relevance in modern digital education (Wong et al., 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc218503279][bookmark: _Toc218504097]Continuous professional development (CPD)

Continuous professional development (CPD) is widely recognised as a core mechanism for sustaining employability, organisational performance, and adaptability in rapidly changing labour markets. CPD refers to any activities aimed at enhancing the knowledge and skills of teachers by means of orientation, training and support (Coetzer, 2001:78). The development is also likely to affect attitudes and approaches and may may therefore contribute to the improvement of the quality of the learning and teaching process (Bolam in Early and Bubb, 2004:4; Day and Sachs, 2004:3).

Professional bodies and employers increasingly expect workers to engage in ongoing learning to maintain competence and respond to technological, regulatory and societal shifts. CPD is commonly defined as the ongoing, planned and reflective process of developing knowledge, skills and behaviours beyond initial training, integrated into everyday work and career progression(CPD,UK).
This review synthesises key strands of the literature on CPD in the workplace, focusing on conceptualisations and models, evidence of impact, enabling conditions and barriers, and directions for future research and practice.
[bookmark: _Toc218503280][bookmark: _Toc218504098]Conceptualisations and models of CPD
The CPD concept is broad and contested. It encompasses formal activities (courses, workshops, accredited programmes) and informal workplace learning (peer learning, mentoring, communities of practice, on-the-job experimentation(Awal, 2022).  Day’s influential definition frames CPD as all processes that maintain and enhance professional practice throughout a career, emphasising reflection, collaboration and classroom or workplace change rather than attendance at isolated events(Awal, 2022).
Kennedy’s(Kennedy, 2005) widely cited framework identifies nine models of CPD  such as award-bearing, standards-based, coaching/mentoring, community of practice,  action research  and classifies them by the degree of professional autonomy and transformative potential they offer.  In transmission-focused models(Kennedy,2005) such as standards-based or award-bearing programmes, learning is largely directed from the outside and geared toward meeting compliance requirements. In contrast, more transformative models emphasise collaboration and inquiry, enabling professionals to take an active role in creating knowledge and driving change within their organisations.
In parallel, evaluation research has frequently drawn on “level models” derived from Kirkpatrick(1998), which trace CPD outcomes from immediate reaction to learning, behaviour change and organisational impact(Coldwell and Simkins,2011).  Coldwell  and Simkins,2011)argued that while such models are useful, they risk oversimplifying the complex, non-linear ways in which CPD interacts with context, policy and professional identity. Recent scholars  therefore calls for more theory-informed and context-sensitive approaches to understanding CPD within systems of lifelong learning(Friedman,2023).  Coldwell and Simkins (2011) emphasize continuing professional development (CPD) as a strategic, organizationally driven process aimed at improving employee  performance,  effectiveness, and accountability within professional settings. Their focus is on how institutions structure, support, and evaluate CPD, highlighting factors such as leadership, policy, and the impact of professional learning on outcomes. In contrast, Friedman (2023) frames CPD within the broader concept of lifelong learning, stressing that professional growth is an ongoing, self-directed, and evolving process shaped by individual motivation and changing professional identities. While both works view CPD as essential for maintaining competence and adapting to change, Coldwell and Simkins(2011) center more on systemic and organizational influences, whereas Friedman(2023) highlights the personal, developmental, and lifelong dimensions of professional learning. Both perspectives contribute to today’s understanding of continuing professional development (CPD), but Friedman (2023) aligns more closely with current developments in CPD stated in the previous section of the literature review. 
Modern CPD trends emphasize lifelong learning, personalization, reflective practice, self-directed growth, and adaptability all of which are central to Friedman’s argument. Contemporary CPD frameworks increasingly recognize that professionals need to continuously update their skills in response to rapid technological, social, and workplace changes. This shift moves CPD away from being primarily top-down, organizationally controlled (as described by Coldwell & Simkins, 2011) and toward approaches that empower individuals to take ownership of their learning, pursue diverse learning pathways, and integrate ongoing development into their professional identity.
[bookmark: _Toc218503281][bookmark: _Toc218504099]CPD as part of lifelong learning and organisational strategy
Contemporary literature situates CPD as a key component of lifelong learning and a strategic lever for organisations seeking agility and innovation. Friedman(2023) conceptualises CPD as an “unappreciated” but substantial part of lifelong learning, arguing that it operates at the intersection of personal career goals, professional standards and organisational priorities(Friedman , 2023). Professional associations (CIPD, CPDUK) similarly present CPD as a proactive, forward-looking commitment that should be woven into everyday work, rather than a retrospective “points-collecting” exercise. 
Empirically, a growing body of research(Mustafa and Lleshi, 2024)  links lifelong learning and investments in employee development with improved productivity and organisational effectiveness across sectors. A 2024 study(Mustafa and Lleshi, 2024) on lifelong learning initiatives reports significant positive relationships between continuous learning, individual performance and broader organisational outcomes. Systematic reviews in public services(Gov.uk,2024) and civil service contexts similarly highlight professional development as a critical driver for knowledge, skill development and, to a lesser extent, productivity and work performance.

[bookmark: _Toc218503282][bookmark: _Toc218504100]The impact of CPD on performance and outcomes
Evidence on the impact of CPD is strongest in health, education and some specialised industries. systematic review of CPD in nursing and long-term care settings(Aleo,2024) found that interventions commonly improved staff knowledge, competencies and, according to them, in many studies,  impact of CPD was sustained over time with good or fair methodological quality. Likewise, a 2025 review of CPD in healthcare concludes that CPD can improve patient outcomes when it is interactive, multi-component and embedded in supportive organisational contexts(Ali,2025). 
In non-clinical sectors, Harunavamwe and Mnqayi( 2021) study of CPD in a corporate context found that employees perceived CPD as positively influencing performance through updating skills, shaping desired behaviours and correcting mistakes. Research on public university administrators in Ghana(Susuawu and Antwi, 2022) identified a moderate but significant positive relationship between participation in CPD and job performance, with little effect of demographic variables, suggesting benefits across diverse employee groups. Evidence from the petrochemical sector indicates year-on-year performance improvements associated with structured CPD programmes, with no gender differences in outcomes(Steevan and  Uchil,2024).
At a more general level, recent work in management and HRM(Mustafa and Lleshi,2024) highlights that professional development is associated with improved employee engagement, motivation and retention, which in turn support organisational performance. However, systematic reviews note that many studies focus on short-term knowledge gains or self-reported satisfaction rather than objective performance or productivity metrics, and robust causal evidence remains relatively scarce(Gov.uk,2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc218503283][bookmark: _Toc218504101]Conditions for effective CPD in the workplace
The literature converges on several design and contextual features that enhance the effectiveness of CPD. First, CPD is more impactful when grounded in learning needs analysis and aligned with both organisational goals and individual career pathways. A review of CPD efficacy in medicine(Schostaka et al,2010) found that professionals were more likely to change practice when learning was based on identified needs and followed up over time. Similar principles appear in civil service and education settings, where longitudinal, coherent development pathways show stronger links to practice change than ad-hoc events(Gov.uk,2025).  
Second, interactive, practice-based and collaborative approaches  such as peer observation, coaching, action research and communities of practice are consistently associated with deeper learning and behaviour change than purely teaching formats(Kennedy, 2005). Workplace-based CPD frameworks emphasise whole organisation approaches, integration of academic and experiential knowledge, and structured opportunities to experiment, reflect and share learning(Mandelid et al,2024). 
Third, leadership and organisational culture are critical. Studies across sectors highlight that management support, relational leadership styles, protected time for learning, and alignment with performance management and career progression all facilitate the translation of CPD into improved practice(Aleo et all, 2025). 
Research on fostering a culture of continuous learning (Novrianto, Fitriadi and Nengsi, 2024, Ahsan, 2025) stresses the importance of signalling the value of CPD, embedding it in HR processes and creating psychologically safe environments for experimentation and feedback. 

[bookmark: _Toc218503284][bookmark: _Toc218504102]Barriers and challenges for CPD
Despite broad support for CPD, participation and impact are constrained by persistent barriers. A 2020 review on CPD in the workplace(Suliman, Kruger and Pienaar, 2020) found that professionals’ attitudes towards CPD and time constraints due to workload were among the most commonly reported obstacles. Surveys of professionals(Manuel,2022) similarly report high levels of motivation for CPD (often linked to career progression and enjoyment of learning) but widespread perceptions that CPD is time-consuming and difficult to integrate into busy roles.  Cost, lack of access in smaller organisations, and limited recognition of informal learning also feature as barriers.
Another challenge is the potential drift towards compliance-driven, tick-box CPD systems focused on accumulating hours or points rather than meaningful learning and impact((Teunissen and Westerman, 2021). Evaluation literature indicates that many organisations collect participation data but give far less attention to measuring actual changes in practice or organisational performance, which limits understanding of what forms of CPD are genuinely effective (Hosseini et al., 2023; Nīmante et al., 2025). Kennedy(2005) warns that standards-based models can restrict professional autonomy and reinforce top-down control if not balanced with more transformative forms of development. 
[bookmark: _Toc218503285][bookmark: _Toc218504103]Role of e-learning in CPD
Recent literature highlights the growing role of e-learning as a flexible and accessible approach to Continuous Professional Development (CPD), particularly as workplaces adapt to digital transformation. E-learning platforms allow professionals to engage in self-paced learning, access diverse resources, and participate in virtual communities of practice, making CPD more accessible for those facing time, cost, or geographic barriers (Regmi & Jones, 2020). Studies show that digital CPD can improve knowledge acquisition and confidence, with interactive elements such as discussion forums, simulations, and multimedia materials enhancing engagement and supporting deeper learning (Sangrà, Vlachopoulos, and Cabrera, 2022). However, research also cautions that the effectiveness of e-learning depends on instructional design, learner motivation, and organisational support; poorly designed online CPD may lead to passive participation or “tick-box” behaviour rather than meaningful competence development (Teunissen and Westerman, 2021). Hybrid and blended models, combining online modules with workplace based reflection or mentoring are increasingly recommended as they integrate the flexibility of e-learning with the contextual relevance of experiential learning (Regmi & Jones, 2020). Overall, evidence suggests that e-learning can be a powerful tool for CPD when embedded within supportive organisational cultures and aligned with clear learning outcomes, but its impact is limited when used as a stand-alone, compliance-driven solution (Sangrà et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc218503286][bookmark: _Toc218504104]Conclusions and implications
Overall, the literature provides reasonably strong evidence that continuous professional development in the workplace contributes to enhanced knowledge, skills and professional confidence, with growing , though still uneven evidence of positive effects on job performance, service quality and organisational outcomes. CPD is most effective when conceptualised as an integral part of lifelong learning and organisational strategy, rather than a peripheral or purely regulatory requirement.
Key implications are that organisations should:
· Design CPD as coherent, long-term pathways aligned with strategic priorities and individual aspirations.
· Prioritise interactive, practice-embedded and collaborative learning models over one-off, didactic events.
· Invest in supportive leadership, protected time and cultures that value experimentation and reflection.
· Move beyond compliance metrics to evaluate changes in practice, performance and, where appropriate, client or citizen outcomes.
Future research needs include more rigorous longitudinal studies linking CPD to objective performance and productivity indicators across diverse sectors; better understanding of how digital and hybrid learning environments can support continuous development; and deeper exploration of equity issues in access to high-quality CPD.
[bookmark: _Toc218503287][bookmark: _Toc218504105]Continuous Professional Development (CPD) in Developed and Developing Country Contexts
Continuous Professional Development (CPD) is widely recognised as a critical mechanism for maintaining and enhancing the professional competencies of academics in higher education. In developed country contexts, CPD is often embedded within institutional strategies, professional standards frameworks, and national quality assurance mechanisms (Gibbs  and Coffey,2004). Universities in countries such as the United Kingdom, Australia, and the United States typically adopt structured CPD models aligned with teaching excellence frameworks, research performance indicators, and digital transformation agendas (Gibbs, 2013; European Commission, 2020). CPD activities in these contexts are increasingly formalised, supported by dedicated centres for academic development, and incentivised through promotion and appraisal systems(Gibbs and Coffey, 2004).
In contrast, CPD in developing countries is frequently characterised by fragmented structures, limited institutional support, and inconsistent policy implementation. Studies suggest that CPD opportunities in developing contexts are often ad hoc, donor-driven, or externally funded, rather than systematically embedded within university governance frameworks (Altbach, Reisberg and  Rumbley, 2019). While the importance of CPD is acknowledged, resource constraints, heavy teaching workloads, and inadequate technological infrastructure significantly limit academics’ engagement in sustained professional development (UNESCO, 2017).
A key distinction between developed and developing country contexts lies in the availability and utilisation of digital technologies for CPD. In developed countries, e-learning has become a central modality for CPD delivery, offering flexibility, scalability, and personalisation. Online platforms, learning management systems, and micro-credentialing are widely used to support lifelong learning among academics (Littlejohn et al., 2021). These approaches are underpinned by reliable internet connectivity, institutional investment, and high levels of digital literacy among academic staff.
Conversely, in developing countries, the adoption of e-learning for CPD remains uneven. Although digital technologies are increasingly promoted as cost-effective solutions, their implementation is often hindered by infrastructural limitations, lack of technical support, and varying levels of digital competence (Kirkwood and  Price, 2014). In addition, cultural factors such as hierarchical organisational structures and resistance to pedagogical change can further constrain participation in technology-mediated CPD (Teferra and Knight, 2008).
Another critical difference relates to policy coherence and institutional culture. Developed countries tend to demonstrate stronger alignment between national higher education policies, institutional strategies, and individual academic development(Advance HE,2018). CPD is frequently framed as a professional responsibility, supported by clear expectations and accountability mechanisms(Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), 2018) . In developing contexts, however, policy–practice gaps are common, with CPD often perceived as optional rather than integral to academic roles (Orr, Gwosć, and Netz, 2011).
Despite these disparities, the literature also highlights converging challenges across both contexts, including time constraints, academic workload pressures, and varying levels of motivation to engage in CPD. Moreover, recent global disruptions, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, have accelerated the adoption of eLearning for CPD in both developed and developing countries, exposing both shared opportunities and persistent inequalities(Crawford et al.2020).

Overall, existing literature underscores the need for context-sensitive CPD models that acknowledge structural differences between developed and developing countries while leveraging e-Learning as a potential enabler. However, comparative empirical studies remain limited, particularly those focusing on academics’ perspectives, indicating a significant research gap that this study seeks to address (Teferra and Knight, 2008; Kirkwood and Price, 2014; Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley, 2019).



[bookmark: _Toc218504106]Critical Success Factors (CSFs) for e- learning Adoption
Critical Success Factors (CSFs) have been widely used as an analytical lens to identify the key elements that must be effectively managed to ensure the success of initiatives such as information systems and e-learning implementations. In the context of e-learning for Continuous Professional Development (CPD) among academics, CSFs provide a structured approach for examining the multi-level factors that influence adoption, sustained use, and effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc218504107]Concept and Origin of Critical Success Factors
The concept of Critical Success Factors was originally introduced by Rockart (1979), who defined CSFs as the limited number of areas in which satisfactory performance is essential for an organisation to achieve its goals. In information systems research, CSFs have been widely applied to understand why certain systems succeed while others fail, particularly in complex organisational environments (Bullen and Rockart, 1981).
Within e-learning research, CSFs are used to identify the technological, organisational, pedagogical, and individual conditions necessary for effective adoption and use. Prior studies highlight that e-learning success is not determined solely by technological availability, but by the alignment of human, institutional, and contextual factors (Selim, 2007; Al-Fraihat et al., 2020). This multidimensional nature makes the CSF approach particularly suitable for analysing e-learning adoption for CPD in diverse higher education contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc218504108]Individual-Level CSFs
At the individual level, academics’ characteristics and perceptions play a central role in determining e-learning adoption for CPD. Digital literacy and technical skills are consistently identified as critical factors, as academics must possess the competence to navigate learning management systems, digital tools, and online resources effectively (Kirkwood and Price, 2014). Limited technical proficiency can lead to resistance, anxiety, and underutilisation of e-learning platforms.
Attitudes, motivation, and self-efficacy are also significant determinants of adoption. Academics who perceive e-learning as beneficial to their professional growth and who have confidence in their ability to use digital technologies are more likely to engage in e-learning-based CPD (Bandura, 1997; Davis, 1989). Conversely, negative attitudes and low self-efficacy can hinder participation, particularly in contexts where support mechanisms are weak.
Perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use, as articulated in the Technology Acceptance Model, remain central individual-level CSFs. When academics believe that e-learning enhances teaching quality, research capability, or career progression, adoption is more likely (Venkatesh et al., 2003). Time availability and workload pressures further influence engagement, as heavy teaching and administrative responsibilities often limit academics’ capacity to participate in CPD, regardless of their attitudes towards e-learning (Gibbs, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc218504109]Technological CSFs
Technological factors form the foundation upon which e-learning initiatives are built. The quality of e-learning platforms and technological infrastructure, including internet connectivity, learning management systems, and access to digital devices, is a critical determinant of adoption (Selim, 2007). Inadequate infrastructure can undermine even well-designed CPD programmes, particularly in developing country contexts.
System reliability, usability, and accessibility are equally important. Platforms that are unstable, difficult to navigate, or inaccessible to users with diverse needs reduce user satisfaction and discourage sustained engagement (Ally, 2004). Technical support and training are therefore essential CSFs, enabling academics to resolve issues promptly and build confidence in using e-learning systems.
Data security and privacy concerns have also emerged as significant technological CSFs, particularly with the increased use of cloud-based platforms and online assessment tools. Academics’ trust in the security of institutional systems influences their willingness to engage with e-learning, especially when personal data and intellectual property are involved (OECD, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc218504110]Organisational CSFs
Organisational factors are consistently highlighted in the literature as among the most influential CSFs for e-learning adoption in higher education. Institutional leadership and management support play a crucial role in legitimising e-learning for CPD and signalling its strategic importance (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2014). Leadership commitment is often reflected in resource allocation, policy development, and recognition of CPD participation.
Clear CPD policies and incentive structures further support adoption. When engagement in CPD is linked to promotion, appraisal, or professional recognition, academics are more likely to prioritise participation (Advance HE, 2016). Organisational culture and readiness for change also influence adoption, as institutions with a culture of innovation and collaboration are better positioned to integrate eLearning into CPD practices (Gibbs, 2013).
The availability of funding and resources is another critical organisational CSF. Financial investment in infrastructure, training, and instructional design is essential to sustain e-learning initiatives. Disparities in institutional resources contribute significantly to differences in e-learning adoption between developed and developing country contexts (Barney, 1991; Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc218504111]Pedagogical and Content-Related CSFs
Pedagogical quality is a central determinant of the effectiveness and acceptance of e-learning for CPD. High-quality instructional design that aligns learning objectives, activities, and assessments enhances engagement and learning outcomes (Gagné et al., 2005). Poorly designed courses, even when technologically robust, are unlikely to achieve sustained adoption.
The relevance of content to academics’ professional roles is particularly important in CPD contexts. Academics are more likely to engage in e-learning when content addresses their disciplinary needs, teaching challenges, or research development goals (Knowles, 1984). Assessment and feedback mechanisms also influence adoption, as timely and constructive feedback supports reflective practice and continuous improvement.
Opportunities for collaboration and interaction represent another key pedagogical CSF. Constructivist approaches emphasise peer learning, discussion, and knowledge co-creation, which are highly valued in academic communities (Vygotsky, 1978). E-learning platforms that facilitate interaction through forums, webinars, and communities of practice enhance the perceived value of CPD.
[bookmark: _Toc218504112]Environmental and Contextual CSFs
Environmental and contextual factors shape the broader conditions within which e-learning adoption occurs. National education policies and regulatory frameworks influence institutional priorities and funding for CPD and digital learning (OECD, 2019). Technological readiness at the national level, including broadband availability and digital inclusion, significantly affects universities’ capacity to implement e-learning effectively (UNESCO, 2020).
Socio-economic and cultural factors also play a role, particularly in developing country contexts. Cultural attitudes towards technology, hierarchical organisational structures, and disparities in access to digital resources can either enable or constrain adoption (Avgerou, 2008). The impact of global crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, has further highlighted both the potential of e-learning for CPD and the persistence of structural inequalities across contexts (OECD, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc218504113]Concluding Synthesis
Overall, the literature demonstrates that e-learning adoption for CPD is shaped by an interrelated set of individual, technological, organisational, pedagogical, and contextual CSFs. Understanding how these factors interact is essential for developing effective, context-sensitive e-learning strategies, particularly in comparative studies between developed and developing higher education systems.


[bookmark: _Toc218504114] E-Learning for CPD Among Academics in higher education: Empirical Evidence
[bookmark: _Toc218504115]Global studies on e-learning adoption for CPD
International research increasingly recognises e-learning as a strategic modality for delivering CPD to academics and other professional groups because it can widen access, reduce time-away-from-work costs, and support flexible participation(Laurillard, 2012; Dhawan, 2020). Evidence syntheses on online professional learning consistently report that uptake and effectiveness are strongest when e-learning is perceived as directly relevant to professional practice, easy to access, and actively supported by institutions, rather than merely being available as a technological platform (OECD, 2021; Trust et al., 2017). Systematic reviews of online professional development highlight structured instructional design, practical applicability to real work contexts, sustained facilitation and support, and opportunities for collaboration and reflective practice as recurring success factors across disciplines and countries (Dede et al., 2009; Means et al., 2014). These findings suggest that pedagogical and organisational conditions are more critical than technology alone in determining the success of online professional learning initiatives.
Across studies, commonly identified CSFs align with the multi-level categories discussed earlier: (i) individual factors (digital confidence, perceived value, motivation), (ii) technological factors (reliable platforms, usability, connectivity, technical support), (iii) organisational factors (leadership support, incentives, workload recognition), and (iv) pedagogical factors (instructional design quality, interaction, feedback). Recent reviews indicate that effective eLearning-based continuing professional development (CPD) is most successful when it incorporates applied, practice-based activities, opportunities for collaboration such as peer discussion and professional learning communities, and sustained engagement over time rather than isolated, one-off training events (Dede et al., 2009; Trust et al., 2017; OECD, 2021). Systematic reviews emphasise that ongoing interaction, reflection, and real-world application help professionals integrate new knowledge into practice and lead to more durable learning outcomes compared with short, stand-alone online courses (Means et al., 2014).
Methodologically, the global evidence base on eLearning and online CPD is dominated by cross-sectional survey studies, often analysed using regression techniques or structural equation modelling, alongside institutional case studies and mixed-method designs that triangulate platform usage data with interviews or focus groups (Dede et al., 2009; Trust et al., 2017). Systematic reviews consistently note limitations in the literature, particularly uneven reporting of learning outcomes and a strong reliance on self-reported perceptions of effectiveness rather than objectively measured changes in teaching practice, professional behaviour, or performance outcomes (Means et al., 2014; OECD, 2021). Furthermore, comparative empirical research remains relatively scarce, with few studies explicitly examining whether the same critical success factors (CSFs) for e-learning-based CPD operate similarly across resource-rich and resource-constrained educational systems, limiting the generalisability of current findings across global contexts (Laurillard, 2012; OECD, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc218504116]E- learning and CPD in the United Kingdom
The UK higher education context is characterised by mature institutional infrastructures for staff development and nationally recognised professional standards for teaching and supporting learning. A central reference point is the Professional Standards Framework (PSF) 2023, managed by Advance HE, which is explicitly intended for use by individuals to plan and evidence development and by institutions as a basis for initial and continuing professional development programmes. (Advance HE) UK universities commonly operationalise CPD through Advance HE-accredited professional recognition schemes (e.g., institutional fellowship routes), postgraduate certificates in academic practice, and teaching and learning centres that provide workshops, mentoring, and peer-learning opportunities. (Advance HE)
Empirical and practice-based evidence from UK institutions indicates that e-learning increasingly supports CPD delivery via blended and fully online provision (e.g., self-paced modules, online workshops/webinars, professional recognition support delivered through digital platforms). Institutional CPD frameworks frequently connect professional recognition (e.g., Fellowship categories aligned to PSF descriptors) with staff development pathways and, in many universities, with probation, promotion, and reward structures, strengthening the organisational “pull” to engage. (Advance HE)
In relation to adoption trends, sector-wide pressures to evidence teaching quality and enhancement have encouraged universities to professionalise teaching development and broaden participation in CPD. National schemes such as the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) are designed to encourage providers to improve teaching and learning outcomes, which can indirectly elevate the priority of staff development and recognition systems within institutional strategies. (Office for Students) Institution-level submissions and strategies often explicitly position staff professional development and teaching enhancement as part of their quality narrative, reinforcing leadership attention and resourcing for CPD. (King's College London)
UK-specific success factors and challenges commonly reported in institutional materials and evaluations include: (1) availability of structured pathways (e.g., accredited schemes), (2) strong facilitation and mentoring for reflective practice, (3) workload recognition and protected time, (4) usability and accessibility of digital CPD platforms, and (5) alignment between CPD participation and career progression. (UCL) Persistent challenges remain, including uneven engagement across disciplines, time constraints, and variability in digital confidence, suggesting that even in well-resourced environments, individual and organisational CSFs still shape adoption.
[bookmark: _Toc218504117]E-learning and CPD in Sri Lanka
Sri Lanka’s higher education system includes formal structures and policy guidance for staff development, but empirical evidence suggests that implementation and resourcing vary by institution and context. At system level, the University Grants Commission (UGC) and quality assurance-related mechanisms have issued guidance that positions staff development as a core function of universities, including the establishment and operation of Staff Development Centres (SDCs) and CPD-related provision. (eugc.ugc.ac.lk) University-level SDCs articulate objectives that include enhancing staff capabilities and delivering training programmes, with some institutions explicitly describing regular CPD programmes for academic and non-academic staff. (ou.ac.lk)
Evidence on the state of e-;earning adoption among academic staff in Sri Lanka, particularly since the COVID-19 period, highlights both rapid expansion and significant constraints. Studies examining online teaching and e-learning during and after the pandemic identify barriers such as unstable connectivity, limited digital pedagogy skills, insufficient institutional support, and challenges with assessment and engagement in online environments. (seu.ac.lk) These constraints have direct implications for e-learning-based CPD: when academics experience weak infrastructure or lack confidence in online teaching tools, they may view e-earning CPD as an added burden rather than an enabler.
Sri Lanka-specific empirical research on e-learning adoption has largely relied on survey-based quantitative methods, often employing regression analysis or structural equation modelling to examine factors shaping usage behaviour, alongside case-based and qualitative investigations of academic staff experiences. Studies conducted in Sri Lankan higher education institutions have analysed determinants such as perceived usefulness, ease of use, institutional support, and digital readiness in influencing academics’ and students’ continued engagement with e-learning systems in Sri Lanka (Gunawardena et al., 2019; Wijekularathna & Gunawardana, 2021). More recent work has extended this focus to broader organisational and contextual conditions, including infrastructure, professional development, and policy support, that affect the sustainability of e-learning adoption beyond initial uptake (Karunanayaka & Naidu, 2020). Research also documents adoption issues and enablers in relation to learning management system (LMS) uptake among educators in Sri Lanka, reinforcing the importance of facilitating conditions and institutional support. 
Context-specific enablers include: (1) the presence of active SDCs and induction/training provision, (2) institutional policy guidance for staff development, and (3) increased familiarity with online platforms following pandemic-driven shifts (units.kln.ac.lk).  However, barriers frequently reported include: (a) infrastructural limitations (connectivity, device access, platform reliability), (b) uneven access to technical support and training, (c) heavy workloads and limited protected time for CPD, and (d) broader socio-economic differences that shape digital access and readiness (seu.ac.lk). 
Taken together, the Sri Lankan evidence base supports the argument that adoption may be constrained less by attitudes alone and more by systemic and organisational limitations, making technological and organisational CSFs particularly salient. In comparative terms, while the UK context demonstrates strong professional standards infrastructure (e.g., PSF-aligned recognition and accredited CPD schemes), Sri Lanka demonstrates more variable institutional capacity and resource conditions, even where policy intent is clear. This contrast reinforces the value of a UK–Sri Lanka comparative design to test which CSFs are universal and which are context-dependent for academics’ adoption of eLearning for CPD.

[bookmark: _Toc218504118]Comparative Analysis of Developed and Developing Contexts
Comparative analysis of e-learning adoption for CPD highlights that Critical Success Factors (CSFs) are often similar in category across settings, but differ substantially in their relative weight, interaction effects, and the constraints shaping academics’ capacity to engage. Across both developed and developing contexts, adoption tends to be influenced by a combination of individual perceptions and capabilities, technology and support quality, organisational leadership and incentives, and pedagogical relevance and design (Selim, 2007; Kirkwood and Price, 2014). However, the extent to which these CSFs can be mobilised is strongly conditioned by institutional maturity, resource availability, and national policy environments (Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc218504119]Differences and similarities in CSFs across contexts
In developed contexts such as the UK, CSFs often operate within relatively stable institutional systems where the baseline infrastructure (connectivity, platforms, support units) is assumed, shifting emphasis toward quality, alignment, and professional recognition. For example, CPD engagement can be reinforced through professional standards frameworks and quality assurance expectations that normalise continuing development as part of academic work (Advance HE, 2016; QAA, 2018). As a result, individual-level factors such as perceived usefulness, ease of use, and professional identity can be strong differentiators of uptake, because minimum access barriers are comparatively lower (Davis, 1989; Venkatesh et al., 2003).
In developing contexts, CSFs frequently become more structural and enabling-condition dependent. While individual factors (motivation, self-efficacy) remain relevant, adoption may be constrained less by intention and more by systemic limitations such as inadequate connectivity, insufficient devices, limited technical support, and inconsistent institutional resourcing (Avgerou, 2008; Heeks, 2010). This changes the practical significance of models that prioritise user perceptions (e.g., TAM), because positive attitudes do not necessarily translate into sustained behaviour when facilitating conditions are weak (Bagozzi, 2007; Venkatesh and Bala, 2008).
[bookmark: _Toc218504120]Cultural, institutional, and technological contrasts
Culturally, academic norms influence both the perceived legitimacy of CPD and the preferred modes of learning. Professional learning cultures that value peer exchange, reflective practice, and teaching enhancement tend to support collaborative, constructivist e-learning designs (Vygotsky, 1978). However, where organisational cultures are more hierarchical or compliance-driven, CPD may be viewed as an administrative requirement rather than a developmental opportunity, reducing intrinsic motivation and limiting deep engagement (Knowles, 1984). These cultural dynamics also shape “social influence” effects, encouraging adoption when respected peers and leaders participate, but discouraging it when e-learning is perceived as low-status or peripheral (Venkatesh et al., 2003).
Institutionally, developed contexts often demonstrate stronger policy coherence between national quality systems and institutional HR/academic development structures. Institutional theory explains how formal rules, norms, and professional expectations become embedded and reproduced across the sector (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2014). In the UK, mechanisms such as professional standards frameworks and quality codes can exert normative pressure that supports CPD engagement and legitimises eLearning pathways (Advance HE, 2016; QAA, 2018). By contrast, developing contexts may exhibit policy–practice gaps, where policy intent exists but implementation is constrained by resources, competing priorities, and uneven organisational capacity (Avgerou, 2008; Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley, 2019).
Technologically, the contrast is often less about whether platforms exist and more about reliability and equitable access. In developed settings, usability and learning experience (navigation, accessibility compliance, integration with workload systems) may dominate adoption outcomes (Kirkwood and Price, 2014). In developing settings, basic factors such as stable internet, affordable data, device access, and timely technical support can be decisive “make-or-break” CSFs (Heeks, 2010). These disparities align with the Resource-Based View: unequal organisational resources (infrastructure, skilled staff, funding) create divergent capabilities to deliver and sustain eLearning for CPD (Barney, 1991; Barney, Ketchen and Wright, 2011).
Transferability of e-learning models from the UK to Sri Lanka
The transferability of UK eLearning-for-CPD models to Sri Lanka should be treated as conditional rather than direct. From a sociotechnical perspective, adoption depends on the fit between technical systems and the social system (work practices, incentives, support structures, culture) in which they are embedded (Trist and Bamforth, 1951; Bostrom and Heinen, 1977). Therefore, importing UK models such as structured professional recognition routes and platform-based CPD pathways may be effective only if adapted to local realities of workload, connectivity, institutional capacity, and CPD policy enforcement.
A pragmatic approach is to treat UK frameworks as design references rather than templates. Elements likely to transfer well include: (1) clear competency frameworks and CPD pathways, (2) recognition mechanisms that link development to career progression, and (3) robust instructional design standards for online CPD (Advance HE, 2016; Gagné et al., 2005). Elements requiring significant adaptation include: (a) delivery assumptions (bandwidth-heavy synchronous provision), (b) support models (availability of dedicated learning technologists), and (c) reliance on individual motivation without protected time. In Sri Lanka, the most transferable approach is often low-bandwidth, blended, modular CPD with strong facilitation and local relevance, aligned to institutional priorities and available support capacity (Knowles, 1984; Kirkwood and Price, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc218504121]Gaps in comparative research
Despite substantial research on technology adoption and e-learning in higher education, comparative work remains limited in several ways. First, many studies are single-country and cross-sectional, making it difficult to test whether the same CSFs operate similarly across contexts or whether their effects are moderated by infrastructure and policy conditions. Second, research often focuses on students rather than academics as CPD participants, leaving a gap in understanding staff-specific drivers such as professional identity, promotion incentives, and workload allocation (Gibbs, 2013). Third, the literature frequently prioritises intention and self-reported acceptance over longitudinal evidence of sustained engagement and changes in teaching practice (Bagozzi, 2007; Kirkwood and Price, 2014). Finally, cross-cultural transfer is often discussed implicitly rather than tested through designs that explicitly compare developed and developing contexts using comparable measures and mixed methods (Avgerou, 2008; Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley, 2019).
Implication for this study: a UK–Sri Lanka comparison can contribute by (1) identifying which CSFs are robust across contexts, (2) specifying which CSFs are context-dependent (especially facilitating conditions and institutional incentives), and (3) informing a context-sensitive framework for e-learning-based CPD adoption that integrates individual, organisational, and systemic dimensions (Venkatesh et al., 2003; Scott, 2014; Heeks, 2010).


[bookmark: _Toc218504122]Methodological Trends and Limitations in Existing Studies
Research on e-earning adoption for Continuous Professional Development (CPD) has expanded significantly over the past two decades, particularly within higher education and organisational learning contexts. However, a review of the empirical literature reveals several dominant methodological trends alongside persistent limitations that constrain theoretical development and contextual understanding.
[bookmark: _Toc218504123]Dominant Research Designs and Data Collection Methods
The majority of studies examining e-learning adoption and success factors have employed quantitative, cross-sectional survey designs, often grounded in established technology adoption models such as the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT). These studies typically rely on self-administered questionnaires to measure perceptions such as perceived usefulness, ease of use, behavioural intention, and satisfaction, with data analysed using regression techniques or structural equation modelling (Davis, 1989; Venkatesh et al., 2003; Selim, 2007). While such approaches offer statistical generalisability and predictive insights, they tend to privilege individual-level variables and provide limited explanation of organisational and contextual influences.
In contrast, mixed-method approaches remain comparatively underrepresented but are increasingly recognised for their ability to capture the complexity of e-learning adoption in professional settings. Case studies, interviews, and focus groups along with a quantitative survey are particularly valuable for exploring institutional strategies, leadership practices, and cultural factors that shape e-learning for CPD. For example, Surber (2017) employed a multi-case study design to investigate factors influencing e-learning strategies for employee training within a higher education institution. This qualitative approach enabled an in-depth examination of organisational, technological, and human factors that are often overlooked in large-scale surveys, highlighting the value of context-sensitive methodologies.
Despite this, even qualitative studies frequently focus on training or organisational learning broadly defined, rather than CPD for academics specifically. Furthermore, data collection often relies on a single stakeholder group, limiting triangulation across academic staff, managers, instructional designers, and policy actors.


[bookmark: _Toc218504125]Critical Review of Surber (2017)
Surber (2017) conducted a qualitative multi-case study examining factors influencing e-learning strategies for employee training within a higher education institution. The study aimed to identify organisational, technological, and human factors shaping the implementation of e-learning initiatives, with particular attention to strategic decision-making processes. By adopting a multi-case design, the research sought to provide an in-depth understanding of how eLearning strategies are developed and operationalised within institutional contexts.
A key strength of Surber’s (2017) study lies in its qualitative orientation, which enables rich, contextualised insights into institutional practices that are often overlooked in large-scale, survey-based research. The use of multiple cases allows for cross-case comparison, enhancing the internal validity of the findings and offering a more nuanced view of eLearning strategy formation. The study contributes to the literature by highlighting the role of leadership, organisational readiness, and alignment between institutional goals and technological capabilities in shaping e-learning initiatives.
Despite these contributions, several limitations constrain the study’s applicability to research on e-learning for Continuous Professional Development (CPD) among academics. First, the study focuses broadly on employee training rather than CPD for academic staff specifically. As a result, it does not sufficiently account for the distinctive professional identities, autonomy, and disciplinary norms that characterise academic work. CPD for academics often involves reflective practice, pedagogical development, and research capability enhancement, which differ substantially from general staff training objectives. This limits the relevance of the findings for studies centred on academic CPD.
Second, the study is situated within a single higher education system, thereby restricting its transferability to other national and institutional contexts. The absence of a comparative or cross-cultural dimension is particularly limiting given that e-learning adoption is strongly influenced by national policies, technological infrastructure, and resource availability. Consequently, the study offers limited insight into how identified factors might operate differently in developing country contexts, where systemic constraints may outweigh strategic considerations.
Methodologically, while the multi-case design is a strength, the study relies primarily on qualitative data from a limited number of participants. The relatively small sample size restricts the generalisability of the findings, and the absence of quantitative data limits the ability to assess the relative importance or prevalence of identified factors across a broader population. 
Another limitation relates to stakeholder representation. The study primarily reflects the perspectives of organisational leaders and decision-makers involved in e-learning strategy development, with limited attention to end-users’ experiences. Academics’ perceptions, motivations, and constraints are therefore underrepresented, despite their central role in the success of e-earning-based CPD initiatives. This top-down perspective may overlook important individual-level barriers such as workload pressures, digital self-efficacy, and perceived relevance.
Finally, the study does not explicitly integrate established technology adoption or learning theories to frame its analysis. While several influencing factors are identified, the absence of a strong theoretical grounding limits the study’s contribution to theory development and reduces its capacity to inform the construction of an integrated conceptual framework.
In summary, Surber (2017) provides valuable qualitative insights into organisational factors influencing eLearning strategy in higher education. However, its focus on employee training, limited contextual scope, small sample size, and lack of theoretical integration highlight important gaps. These limitations underscore the need for further research that is CPD-specific, theory-driven, comparative, and inclusive of academics’ perspectives, gaps that the present study seeks to address.
[bookmark: _Toc218504126]Conceptual Framework for the Study
· Development of a proposed framework based on literature
· Explanation of variables and relationships
· Alignment with research questions and objectives
[bookmark: _Toc218504127]Chapter Summary
· Key themes and insights from the literature
· How the literature informs the research design
· Link to the next chapter (Methodology)
This research model provides an integrative framework that synthesises the Critical Success Factors (CSFs) identified and discussed throughout this chapter and explains their collective influence on the adoption of e-earning for Continuous Professional Development (CPD) among academics in universities. Drawing on established technology adoption and organisational theories, the model conceptualises CSFs at five interrelated levels, individual, pedagogical, technological, organisational, and environmental, as antecedents that shape academics’ adoption perceptions, specifically performance expectancy (perceived usefulness), effort expectancy (perceived ease of use), facilitating conditions, and social influence. These adoption perceptions act as key mediating mechanisms through which CSFs translate into measurable adoption outcomes, conceptualised as a staged process comprising intention to use, actual use, continued use, and perceived CPD impact. Importantly, the model explicitly incorporates national context (United Kingdom and Sri Lanka) as a moderating variable, recognising that structural conditions, policy environments, resource availability, and socio-cultural norms influence both the salience of specific CSFs and the strength of their relationships with adoption outcomes. By linking the reviewed literature to a coherent analytical structure, this model provides a theoretically grounded foundation for the empirical phase of the study and directly informs the selection of variables, hypotheses, and comparative research design presented in the subsequent chapter.
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